PENGUIN BOOKS 


WATERSHIP DOWN 


Richard Adams was born m Berkshire mn 1920, and 
studied history at Bradfield and Worcester College, 
Oxford He served in the Second World War and in 
1948 joined the Civil Service In the mid-1g60s he 
completed his first novel, Watership Down, the story of 
which he orginally told to his children to while away 
along car journey Watership Down was awarded both 
the Carnegie medal and the Guardian award for 
children’s fiction for 1972 

Carly in 1974 he retired from the Civil Service to 
devote himself to writing, and published Shardtk, his 
second novel Since then he has collaborated on Nature 
Through the Seasons and Nature Day and Night (with Max 
Hooper and DavidA Goddard, 1976) and has written 
the poetry for The Tyger Voyage illustrated by Nicola 
Bayley (1976) His latest book ıs The Plague Dogs 
(1977) He lives on the Isle of Man with his wife 
Elizabeth, who 1s an expert on English ceramic 
history, and his two daughters, Juliet and Rosamond 
As well as Enghsh hterature he 1s fond of music, 
chess, beer and shove-ha’penny, bird-song, folh- 
song and country walking 


RICHARD ADAMS 


WATERSHIP DOWN 


Penguin Books Ltd, Harmondsworth, Middlerex, Cnpland 
Penguin Books, 625 Madison Avenue, New York, New York 10022, U.S.A. 
Penguin Books Australi Ltd, Ringwood, Victorm, Australia 
Penguin Books Canada Ltd, 2801 John Street, 
Markham, Ontario, Canada 1 3R 1504 


Penguin Books (N Z ) Ltd, 182-190 Wairau Road, Aucl land 10, Nes, Zealand 


— 


First published by Rea Collings 1972 
Published ın Puffin Books 1973 
Penguin edition published 1974 
Reprinted 1975 (four times), 1976 (three times), 1974 (three times) 
1978 (six times), 1979 (twice), 1980 


— 


Copyright © Rex Collings Ltd, 1972 
All rights reserved 


Made and printed m Great Britain 
by Richard Clay (The Chaucer Press) Ltd, 
Bungay, Suffoll 
Set in Monotype Baskerville 


Except in the United States of America, 
this book 1s sold subject to the condition 
that ıt shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, 
be lent, re-sold, hired out, or otherwise circulated 
without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of 
binding or cover other than that m which it 1s 
published and without a similar condition 
meluding this condition being imposed. 
on the subsequent purchaser 


Master Rabhit I saw 
WALTER DE LA MARE 


To 
Juliet and Rosamond, 
remembering 
the road to Stratford-on-Avon 


Acknowledgements 


T acknowledge with gratitude the help I have received not only 
from my family but also from my friends Reg Sones and Hal 
Summers, who read the book before publication and made 
valuable suggestions. 

I also wish to thank warmly Mrs Margaret Apps and Miss 
Miriam Hobbs, who took pains with the typing and helped me 
very much 

I am indebted, for a knowledge of rabbits and their ways, to 
Mr R. M. Lockley’s remarkable book, The Private Life of the 
Rabiit Anyone who wishes to know more about the migrations of 
yearlings, about pressing chin glands, chewing pellets, the effects 
of over-crowding in warrens, the phenomenon of re-absorption of 
fertihzed embryos, the capacity of buck rabbits to fight stoats, 


or any other features of Lapine life, should refer to that definitive 
work, 


Note 


Nuthanger Farm is a real place, lke all the other places in the 


book But Mr and Mrs Cane, their hitle girl Lucy and their farm- 
hands are fictitious and bear no intentional 


resemblance to any 
persons known to me, living or dead, 


O ON OUbhwo nN H 


Contents 


PART I THE JOURNEY 


The Notice Board 

The Chief Rabbit 

Hazel’s Decision 

The Departure 

In the Woods 

The Story of the Blessing of El-ahrairah 
The Lendri and the River - 
The Crossing 

The Crow and the Beanfield 
The Road and the Common 
Hard Going 

The Stranger ın the Field 
Hospitality 

*Like Trees in November’ 

The Story of the King’s Lettuce 
Silverweed 

The Shining Wire 


PART II ON WATLIRSHIP DOWN 


Watership Down 

Fear in the Dark 

A Honeycomb and a Mouse 

‘For El-ahrairah to Cry’ 

The Story of the Trial of El-ahrairah 
Kehaar 

Nuthanger Farm 

The Raid 

Tiver Beyond 


a 


PART I 


1 The story opens 

2 The Enborne crossing 
3 The Heather 

4 Cowslip’s Warren 


PART III 


7 The combe where Bigwig 
met the fox 

8 Where they crossed the 
railway line 

9 The upper bridge on the 
Test 

10 Where the punt was lying 

ir Efrafa The Crixa 

12 The roadless railway arch 


AAE 


Le, 


Wivtchu ch 4 { 
B 


PART II 
5 The NE corner of the 
Beech Hanger on 
Watership Down 
6 Nuthanger Farm 


PART Iv 


13 The lower bridge and the 
weed pool 

14 The copse where the fox 
struck 


10 


27. ‘You Can’t Imagine it Unless You’ve been 


28 
20. 


90. 
31 


39, 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37: 
38. 


39 
40 
41. 


42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 


48. 


49 
50 


CONTENTS 


There’ 
At the Foot of the Hill 
Return and Departure 


PART III EFRAFA 
A New Journey 
The Story of El-ahrairah and the Black 
Rabbit of Inlé 
Across the Iron Road 
The Great River 
General Woundwort 
Groping 
Approaching Thunder 
The Thunder Builds Up 
The Thunder Breaks 


PART IV HAZEL-RAH 


The Bridges 

The Way Back 

The Story of Rowsby Woof and the Fany 
Wogdog 

News at Sunset 

The Great Patrol 

A Message from E]-ahrairah 
Nuthanger Farm Again 
Bigwig Stands his Ground 
The Sky Suspended 

Dea ex Machina 

Hazel Comes Home 

And Last 

Epilogue 


PART I THE JOURNEY 


1 The Notice Board 


CHORUS Why do you cry out thus, unless at some vision of horror? 
CASSANDRA The house reeks of death and dripping blood 
CHORUS How so? Tis but the odour of the altar sacrifice 


CASSANDRA The stench 1s like a breath from the tomb 
7 Aeschylus Agamemnon 


The primroses were over Towards the edge of the wood, 
where the ground became open and sloped down to an old 
fence and a brambly ditch beyond, only a few fading patches 
of pale yellow still showed among the dog’s mercury and 
oak-tree roots On the other side of the fence, the upper part 
of the field was full of rabbit-holes In places the grass was 
gone altogether and everywhere there were clusters of dry 
droppings, through which nothing but the ragwort would 
grow A hundred yards away, at the bottom of the slope, ran 
the brook, no more than three feet wide, half-choked with 
king-cups, water-cress and blue brook-tme The cart-track 
crossed by a brick culvert and clmbed the opposite slope 
to a five-barred gate in the thorn hedge The gate led into 
the lane 
The May sunset was red ın clouds, and there was still half 
an hour to twilight The dry slope was dotted with rabbits — 
some mbbling at the thin grass near their holes, others 
pushing farthe: down to look for dandelions or perhaps a 
cowship that the rest had missed Here and there one sat 
upright on an ant-heap and looked about, with ears erect 
and nose in the wind But a blackbird, smging undisturbed 
on the outskirts of the wood, showed that there was nothing 
alarming there and ın the other direction, along the brook, 
all was plain to be seen, empty and quiet The warren was 
at peace 
At the top of the banh, close to the wild cherry where the 
blackbird sang, was a httle group of holes almost hidden by 


16 THE JOURNLY 

brambles. In the green halflight, at the mouth of ont of 
these holes, two rabbits were sitting together side by side. iM 
length, the larger of the two came out, slipped along the bank 
under cover of the brambles and so down into the ditch and 
up into the field. A few moments later the other followed. 


The first rabbit stopped in a sunny patch and scratched 
his ear with rapid movements of his hind-lcg Although he 
was a yearling and still below full weight, he had not the 
harassed look of most ‘outskirteis’ — that 1s, the ra nk-and-file 
of ordinary rabbits in their first year who, lacking cither 
aristocratic parentage or unusual size and strength, get sat 
on by their elders and live as best they can — often in the 
open — on the edge of their warren. He looked as though he 
knew how to take care of himself Theie was a shrewd, 
buoyant air about himashesat up, looked round and rubbed 


both front paws over his nose, As soon as he was satisfied 
that all was well, he laid back his ears and set to work on the 
grass 


His companion seemed less at ease He was small, with 
wide, staring eyes and a way of raising and turning his head 
which suggested not so much caution as a kind of ceascless, 


nervous tension. His nose moved continually and when a 
bumble-bee flew h 


ummung to a thistle bloom behind him, 
he yumped and spun round with a start that sent two near- 
by rabbits scurrying for holes before the nearest, a buck with 
black-trpped ears, recognized him and returned to feeding 

“Oh, it’s only Fiver,” said the black-tipped rabbit, ‘jump- 


ing at blue-bottles again Come on, Buckthorn, what were 
you telling me?’ 


‘Fiver?? said the other rabbit ‘Why’s he called that?’ 


now: he was the last ~ and the 


*, or ‘a thousand’, 


‘The Thousand’ — to 
the enemies (or ell, as they call them) of rabbits ~ 
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The small rabbit came closer to his companion, lolloping 
on long hind legs 

‘Let’s go a bit further, Hazel,’ he said ‘You know, there’s 
something queer about the warren this evening, although 
I can’t tell exactly what ıt as Shall we go down to the 
brooh?’ 

‘All right,’ answered Hazel, ‘and you can find me a cow- 
shp Ifyou can’t find one, no one can’ 

He led the way down the slope, his shadow stretching 
behind him on the grass They reached the brook and began 
nibbling and searching close beside the wheel-ruts of the 
trach 

It was not Jong before Fiver found what they were loolung 
for Cowslips are a dehcacy among rabbits, and as a rule 
there are very few left by late May ın the neighbourhood of 
even a small warren This one had not bloomed and its flat 
spread of leaves was almost hidden under the long grass 
They were just starting on 1t when two larger rabbits came 
running across from the other side of the near-by cattle- 
wade 

‘Cowslip?’ said one ‘AI! right — just leave ıt to us Come 
on, hurry up,’ he added, as Fiver hesitated ‘You heard me, 
didn’t you?’ 

*Fiver found it, Toadflax,’ said Hazel 

‘And we'll eat it,’ rephed Toadflax ‘Cowslips are for 
Owsla* — don’t you know that? If you don’t, we can easily 
teach you’ 


fox, stoat, weasel, cat, owl, man, ete There were probably more than 
five rabbits ın the htter when Fiver was born, but his name, Hravroo, 
means ‘Little thousand’, 1e the little one of a lot or, as they say of 
pigs, ‘the runt’ 

*Nearly all warrens have an Owsla, or group of strong or clever rabbits 
~ second-year or older ~ surrounding the Chief Rabbit and his doe and 
exercising authority Owslas vary In one warren, the Owsla may be the 
band ofa war-lord ın another, ıt may consist largely of clever patrollers 
or garden-raiders Sometimes a good story-teller may find a place, or a 
seer, or intuitive rabbit In the Sandleford warren at this time, the Owsla 


was rather military in character (though, as will be seen later, not so 
military as some) 
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Fiver had already tuned away. Hazel caught him up by 
the culvert 

‘I’m sick and tired of it,’ he said. ‘It’s the same all the 
time. “These are my claws, so this is my cowshp.” “These 
are my teeth, so this is my burrow.” PI tell you, ifever I get 
into the Owsla, I’ll treat outskirters with a bit of decency. 

“Well, you can at least expect to be in the Owsla onc day, 
answered Fiver. ‘You’ve got some weight coming and that's 
more than I shall ever have ` 

“You don’t suppose PI leave you to look after y ourself, do 
you?’ said Hazel. ‘But to tell you the truth, I sometimes feel 
hike clearing out of this warren altogether. Sull, let’s forget 
it now and try to enjoy the evening I tell you what ~ shall 
we go across the brook? There’ll be fewer rabbits and we can 
have a bit of peace. Unless you feel it isn’t safe?’ he added. 

The way in which he asked suggested that he did in fact 
think that Fiver was hkely to know better than himself, and 


it was clear from Fiver’s reply that this was accepted 
between them 


“No, it’s safe enough,’ he answered. ‘If I start feeling 
there's anything dangerous T’Il tell you But it’s not exactly 
danger that I seem to feel about the place It’s — oh, I don’t 
know — something oppressive, hke thunder I can’t tell what; 
but ıt worries me All the same, 1°ll come across with you’ 


They ran over the culvert The grass was wet and thick 
near the stream and they made their way up the opposite 
slope, looking for duer ground. Part of the slope was in 
shadow, for the sun was sinking ahead of them, and Hazel, 
who wanted a Warm, sunny spot, went on until they were 
quite near the lane. As they approached the gate he stopped, 
staring. 

“Fiver, what’s that? Look!? 

A little way im front of them, the ground had been freshly 
disturbed Two piles of earth lay on the grass. Heavy posts, 
shan of creosote and paint, towered up as high as the 
ony trees in the hedge, and the board they carried threw a 
ong shadow across the top of the field Near one of the 
posts, a hammer and a few nails had been left behind 
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The two rabbits went up to the board at a hopping run 
and crouched ın a patch of nettles on the far side, wrinkling 
their noses at the smell of a dead cigarette-end somewhere 
in the grass Suddenly Fiver shivered and cowered down 

‘Oh, Hazel! This ıs where ıt comes from! I know now — 
something very bad! Some terrible thing ~ coming closer 
and closer ° 

He began to whimper with fear 

‘What sort of thing - what do you mean? I thought you 
said there was no danger?’ 

‘I don’t know what it 1s,’ answered Fiver wretchedly 
‘There isn’t any danger here, at this moment But it’s 
coming — it’s coming Oh, Hazel, look! The field! It’s 
covered with blood!’ 

‘Don’t be silly, 1t’s only the hght of the sunset Fiver, come 
on, don’t talk like this, you’re frightenmg me!’ 

Fiver sat trembling and crying among the nettles as Hazel 
tried to reassure him and to find out what ıt could be that 
had suddenly driven him beside himself If he was terrified, 
why did he not run for safety, as any sensible rabbit would? 
But Fiver could not eaplain and only grew more and more 
distressed At last Hazel said, 

‘Fiver, you can’t sit crying here Anyway, 1t’s getting dark 
We'd better go back to the burrow ° 

‘Bach to the burrow?’ whimpered Fiver ‘It'll come 
there — don’t think ıt won’t! I tell you, the ficld’s full of 
blood ~ 

‘Now stop it,’ said Hazel firmly ‘Just let me look after 
ee a bit Whatever the trouble 1s, it’s time we got 

ach’ 

He ran down the field and over the brook to the cattle- 
wade Here there was a delay, for Fiver — surrounded on all 
sides by the quet summer evening — became helpless and 
almost paralysed with fear When at last Hazel had got him 
back to the ditch, he refused at first to go underground and 

Hazel had almost to push hım down the hole 

The sun sct behind the opposite slope The wind turned 
colder, with a scatter of rain, and in less than an hour it was 


20 THE JOURNEY 


dark. All colour had faded from the sky: and eons = 
big board by the gate creaked slightly in the mg at ie See 
though to insist that it had not disappeared in the da se : 
but was still firmly where it had been put), there w an 
passer-by to read the sharp, hard letters that cut siraig 
black knives across its white surface. They said: 


THIS IDEALLY SITUATED ESTATE, COM- 
PRISING SIX ACRES OF EXCELLENT 
BUILDING LAND, IS TO BE DEVELOPED 


WITH HIGH CLASS MODERN RESIDENCES 
BY SUTCH AND MARTIN, LIMITED, OF 
NEWBURY, BERKS. 


2. The Chief Rabbit 


The darksome Statesman, 
Like a thick muidnight-fog 
He did not Stay, nor go. 


hung with weights and woe, 
> moved there so slow, 


Henry Vaughan The World 


Clambering over him, clawing and Srabbing like a rabbit 
trying to climb a wire fence in a panic 

‘Tiver! Fiver, wake UP, you silly fellow! It’s Hazel You'll 
hurt me in a moment. W i 

He held him 


ake up! 

s down Fiver struggled and woke. 

i a 1 was dreaming It was dreadful You were 
there, 


ter, going down a great, deep 


oa 


© were sitting on wa 
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stream, and then I realized we were on a board ~ lıke that 
board in the field — all white and covered with black lines 
There were other rabbits there — bucks and does But when 
I looked down, I saw the board was all made of bones and 
wire, and I screamed and you said, “Swim — everybody 
swim”, and then I was looking for you everywhere and 
trying to drag you out of a hole ın the bank I found you, 
but you said, “The Chief Rabbit must go alone,” and you 
floated away down a dark tunnel of water ’ 

‘Well, you’ve hurt my ribs, anyway Tunnel of water, 
indeed! What rubbish! Can we go back to sleep now?’ 

‘Hazel — the danger, the bad thing It hasn’t gone away 
It’s here ~ all round us Don’t tell me to forget about ıt- 
and go to sleep We've got to go away before it’s too 
late’ 

‘Go away? From here, you mean? From the warren?’ 

‘Yes Very soon It doesn’t matter where’ 

‘Just you and I?’ 

‘No, everyone ’ 

‘The whole warren? Don’t be silly They won’t come 
They'll say you’re out of your wits ’ 

‘Then they’ll be here when the bad thing comes You 
must listen to me, Hazel Believe me, something very bad 
is close upon us and we ought to go away’ 

‘Well, I suppose we'd better go and see the Chief Rabbit 
and you can tell ım about ıt Or PH try to But I don’t 
expect he’ll hke the idea at all’ 

Hazel led the way down the slope of the run and up 
towards the bramble curtain He did not want to beleve 
Fiver, and he was afraid not to 

Tt was a httle after ni-Frith, or noon The whole warren 
were underground, mostly asleep Hazel and Fiver went a 
short way above ground and then into a wide, open hole in 
a sand patch and so down, by various runs, until they were 
thirty fect into the wood, among the roots of an oah Here 
they were stopped by a large, heavily-built rabbit — one of 
the Owsla He had a curious, heavy growth of fur on the 
crown of his head, which gave him an odd appearance, as 
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though he were wearing a kind of cap. This had given him 
his name, Thlayli, which means, literally, ‘Furhead’, or as 
we might say, ‘Bigwig’. 

‘Hazel ?? said Bigwig, sniffing at him in the deep twilight 
among the tree-roots. ‘It 1s Hazel, isn’t ıt? What are you 
domg here? And at this time of day?’ He ignored Fiver, 
who was waiting farther down the run 

‘We want to see the Chief Rabbit,’ said Hazel ‘It’s 
important, Bigwig Can you help us?’ 

‘We? said Bigwig. ‘Is he going to see him too?’ 

‘Yes, he must Do trust me, Bigwig I don’t usually come 


and talk lıke this, do I? When did I ever ask to see the Chief 
Rabbit before?’ 


‘Well, PI do it for you, Hazel, although T'I probably get 
my head bitten off. PI tell him I know you're a sensible 
fellow. He ought to know you humself, of course, but he’s 
getting old Wait here, will you?’ 


Bigwig went a little way down the run and stopped at the 
entrance to a large burrow. After speaking a few words that 
Hazel could not catch, he was evidently called inside. The 


two rabbits waited in silence, broken only by the continua 
nervous fidgeting of Fiver. 


The Chief Rabbit’s name and style was Tiearah, meaning 
Lord Rowan Tree’ For some reason he was always referre 


to as ‘ The Threarah’ — perhaps because there happened to 

be only one threar, or rowan, near the warren, from whic 
he took his name He had won his position not only by 
strength in his prime, but also by level-headedness and a 
certain self-contained detachment, quite unlike the impu- 
mies behaviour of most rabbits It was well-known that he 
eas j ee become excited by rumour or danger. He 
terrible ae re TE 7 stood firm during the 
every r eat t of the myxomatosis, ruthlessly driving out 
ideas of mass : 10 seemed to be sickening He had resisted all 
oe ae and enforced complete isolation on 

tion It was he > y almost certainly saving it from extinc- 

troublesome AEAN had once dealt with a particularly 

y leading it down among the pheasant 
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coops and so (at the risk of his own life) on to a keeper’s gun 
He was now, as Bigwig said, getting old, but his wits were 
stl clear enough When Hazel and Fiver were brought in, 
he greeted them politely Owsla lhe Toadflax might 
threaten and bully The Threarah had no need 

"Ah, Walnut It 1s Walnut, isn’t 1t?’ 

‘Hazel,’ said Hazel 

‘Hazel, of course How very nice of you to come and see 
me I knew your mother well And your friend -° 

‘My brother ’ 

‘Your brother,’ said the Threarah, with the faintest 
suggestion of ‘Don’t correct me any more, will you?’ in his 
voice ‘Do make yourselves comfortable Have some 
lettuce?’ 

The Chief Rabbit’s lettuce was stolen by the Owsla from a 
garden halfa mile away across the fields Outshirters seldom 
or never saw lettuce Hazel took a small leaf and nibbled 
politely Fiver refused, and sat blinking and twitching 
miserably 

‘Now, how are things with you?’ said the Chief Rabbit 
‘Do tell me how I can help you’ 

“Well, sir,’ said Hazel rather hesitantly, ‘it’s because of my 
brother — Fiver here He can often tell when there’s anything 
bad about, and I’ve found him right again and again He 
knew the flood was coming last autumn and sometimes he 
can tell where a wire’s been set And now he says he can 
sense a bad danger coming upon the warren’ 

‘A bad danger Yes, I see How very upsetting,’ said the 
Chief Rabbit, looking anything but upset ‘Now what sort 
of danger, I wonder?’ He looked at Fiver 

‘I don’t know,’ said Fiver ‘B-but it’s bad It’s so b-bad 
that — 1t’s very bad,’ he concluded miserably 

The Threarah waited politely for a few moments and then 
he said, ‘Well, now, and what ought we to do about it, I 
wonder ?? 

‘Go away,’ said Fiver instantly ‘Go away Allofus Now 

earah, sir, we must all go away’ 

The Threarah waited again Then, in an extremely 


24, THE JOURNEY 


j i id, ‘Well, I never did! That’s 
understanding voice, he said, ‘Well, - 
rather a tall order, isn’t it? What do you think m a 

‘Well, sir,’ said Hazel, ‘my brother doesn’t real be = 
about these feelings he gets He just has the feelings, if y 


æ : e 
see what I mean I’m sure you're the right person to decid 
what we ought to do.’ 


‘Well, that’s very nice of you, to say that. I hope 
But now, my dear fellows, lets just think about t b 
moment, shall we? It’s May, isn’t it? ee Hath 

ost of the rabbits are enjoying themselves No elil for 2 
ne good weather. And you want 


sequences, eh? What do you 
eh?? 


‘They'd take it from you,’ said Fiver suddenly. as 
‘That’s very mce of you,’ said the Threarah again ‘Well, 
perhaps they would, perhaps they would. But I should mee 
to consider it very carefully indeed, A most serious step, O 
course And then — 


‘But there’s no 
can feel the d 


think they’ll say? All delighted, 


apprecia 
I shall think Over all youve say 
quite sure of that Bigwig, 
you? 
As Hazel and Fiver made their way dejectedly down the 
tun outside the Thr i 


t carah’s burrow, they could just hear, 
from inside, the Chief Rabbit’ 


5 voice assuming a rather 
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sharper note, interspersed with an occasional ‘Yes, sir,’ ‘No, 


sir? - 


Bigwig, as he had predicted, was getting his head bitten 
off 


“a Hazel’s Decision 


What am I lying here for? We are lying here as 
though we had a chance of enjoying a quiet time 
Am I waiting until I become a little older? 


Xenophon The Anabasis 


‘But, Hazel, you didn’t really thik the Chief Rabbit would 
act on your advice, did you? What were you expecting?’ 

It was evening once more and Hazel and Fiver were feed- 
ing outside the wood with two frends Blackberry, the 
rabbit with tipped ears who had been startled by Fiver the 
night before, had listened carefully to Hazel’s description 
of the notice board, remarking that he had always felt sure 
that men left these things about to act as signs or messages of 
some kind, ın the same way that rabbits left marks on runs 
and gaps It was another neighbour, Dandelion, who had 
now brought the talk back to the Threarah and his in- 
difference to Fiver’s fear 

‘I don’t know what I expected,’ said Hazel ‘Td never 
been near the Chief Rabbit before But I thought, “Well, 
even if he won’t listen, at least no one can say afterwards that 
we didn’t do our best to warn him”’’ 

*Yowre sure, then, that there’s really something to be 
afraid of?? 

‘I’m quite certain I’ve always hnown Fiver, you see ? 

Blachberry was about to reply when another rabbıt came 
noisily through the thick dog’s mercury ın the wood, 
blundered down into the brambles and pushed his way up 
from the ditch It was Bigwig 

‘Hullo, Bigwig,’ said Hazel ‘You're off duty?’ 
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. 4 * t z 
‘OF duty,’ said Bigwig, ‘and likely to remain off duty 
‘How do you mean?’ 
*T’ve left the Owsla, that’s what I mean. 
‘Not on our account?’ 


‘You could say that The Threarah’s rather oF fe 
making himself unpleasant when he’s been woken up : He 
Frith for what he considers a piece of trivial nonsens ae 
certainly knows how to get under your skin, I re ae 
good many rabbits would have kept quict and pee 
about keeping on the right side of the Chief, but I ee z a 
Pm not much good at that. I told him that the Ow d 
privileges didn’t mean all that much to me in any ae 
that a strong rabbit could always do just as well by lea k 
the warren He told me not to be impulsive and think it ee ’ 
but I shan’t stay. Lettuce-stealing isn’t my idea of a jo 
life, nor sentry-duty in the burrow. I’m in a fine temper, 
can tell you.’ f 

‘No one will steal lettuces soon,’ said Fiver quietly. 

‘Oh, that’s you, Fiver, is it?’ said Bigwig, noticing him 
for the first time ‘ Good, I was coming to look for you. I’ve 
been thinking about what you said to the Chief Rabbit. 
Tell me, is it a 


sort of tremendous hoax to make yourself 
important, or 1s it true?’ 


‘It zs true,’ said Fiver ‘I wish it weren’t.? 


“Then you'll be leaving the warren?’ 
They 


were all startled by the bluntness with which Big- 
wig went to the point Dandelion muttered, ‘Leave the 
warren, Frthrah\’ while Blackberry twitched his ears and 
looked very intently, first at Bigwig and then at Hazel. 

It was Hazel who replied. ‘Fiver and I will be leaving the 
warren tonight,’ he said deliberately, ‘T don’t know exactly 
ee we shall go, but we'll take anyone who’s ready to come 
With us? 


“Right,” said Bigwig, ‘ 


certainly be a useful rabbit in a 
t corner, he would also be a difficult one to get on with. 
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He certainly would not want to do what he was told — or 
even asked — by an outskirter ‘I don’t care if he 1s in the 
Owsla,’ thought Hazel ‘Ifwe get away from the warren, I’m 
not going to let Bigwig run everything, or why bother to 
go?’ But he answered only, ‘Good We shall be glad to have 
you’ 

He looked round at the other rabbits, who were all staring 
either at Bigwig or at himself It was Blackberry who spoke 
next 

‘I thank I'll come,’ he said ‘I don’t quite know whether 
it’s you who’ve persuaded me, Fiver But anyway, there are 
too many bucks in this warren, and 1t’s pretty poor fun for 
any rabbit that’s not in the Owsla The funny thing 1s that 
you feel terrified to stay and I feel terrified to go Foxes here, 
weasels there, Fiver ın the middle, begone dull care!’ 

He pulled out a burnet leaf and ate ıt slowly, concealing 
his fear as best he could, for all his instincts were warning 
him of the dangers ın the unknown country beyond the 
warren ’ 

“If we believe Fiver,’ said Hazel, ‘1t means that we think 
no rabbits at all ought to stay here So between now and the 
tıme when we go, we ought to persuade as many as we can 
to join us’ 

“I think there are one or two in the Owsla who might be 
worth sounding,’ said Bigwig ‘If I can talk them over, 
they'll be with me when I join you tonight But they won’t 
come because of Fiver They’ll be juniors, discontented 
fellows hhe me You need to have heard Fiver yourself to be 
convinced by him He’s convinced me It’s obvious that 
he’s been sent some kind of message, and I believe in these 
things I can’t think why he didn’t convince the Threarah ’ 

“Because the Threarah doesn’t hke anything he hasn’t 
thought of for himself,’ answered Hazel ‘But we can’t 
bother with him any more now We've got to try to collect 
some more rabbits and meet again here, fu Inlé And we'll 
start fu Inlé, too we can’t wait longer The danger’s coming 
closer all the time — whatever it is — and besides, the 
Threarah isn’t going to lihe 1tafhe finds out that you’ve been 
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trying to get at rabbits in the Ow sha, Bigwig hey 
Captain Holly, I dare say. They won't mind odds-anc a 
hike us cleaning off, but they won't want to lose you. HI we 
in your place, Pd be careful whom 1 picked to talk to. 


4. The Departure 


Now sir, young Yortinbras, 

Of unimproved mettle hot and full, 

Hath in the skirts of Norway here and there 
Sharked up a list of lawless resolutes 

For food and dict to some enterprise 

That hath a stomach mt, 


Shakespeare Hamlet 


Fu Inlé means 
idea of precise 


Swallows in September, asse 
twittermg, making short fi 
the open, stubbly fields, re 
longer lines abo 
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current that flows (among creatures who think of themselves 
primarily as part of a group and only secondarily, if at all, 
as individuals) to fuse them together and impel them into 
action without conscious thought or will has seen at work 
the angel which drove the First Crusade into Antioch and 
drives the lemmings into the sea y 

It was actually about an hour after moonrise and a good 
while before midnight when Hazel and Fiver once more 
came out of therr burrow behind the brambles and slipped 
quietly along the bottom of the ditch With them was a 
third rabbit, Hlao ~ Pipkin — a friend of Fiver (Hlao means 
any small concavity in the grass where moisture may 
collect, e g the dimple formed by a dandelion or thistle-cup ) 
He too was small, and inclined to be timid, and Hazel and 
Fiver had spent the greater part of their last evening in the 
warren in persuading him to join them Pipkin had agreed 
rather hesitantly He still felt extremely nervous about what 
might happen once they left the warren and had decided 
that the best way to avoid trouble would be to keep close 
to Hazel and do exactly what he said 

The three were still ın the ditch when Hazel heard a move- 
ment above He looked up quichly 

‘Who’s there?’ he said, ‘Dandelion?’ 

‘No, I’m Hawkbit,’ said the rabbit who was peering over 
the edge He jumped down among them, landing rather 
heavily ‘Do you remember me, Hazel? We were in the same 
burrow during the snow last winter Dandelion told me you 
were going to leave the warren tonight If you are, PI come 
with you ’ 

Hazel could recall Hawhbit — a rather slow, stupid rabbit, 
whose company for five snow-bound days underground had 
been distinctly tedious Still, he thought, this was no time to 
pick and choose Although Bigwig might succeed in talking 
Over one or two, most of the rabbits they could expect to 
Jom them would not come from the Owsla They would be 
outshirters who were getting a thin time and wondering 
what to do about 1t He was running over some of these in 
his mind when Dandelion appeared 


30 THE JOURNLY 


“The sooner we’1c off the better, Ireckon, said Dn 
‘I don’t much hke the look of things. Alter Pd eae 
~ ‘Hawkbit here to join us, I was just starting to talk a a ake 
more, when I found that Toadflax fellow had followe -d 
down the run. “I want to know what you’re up to,” he IR : 
and I don’t think he believed me when I told him T a 
only trying to find out whether there were any rabbits w : 
wanted to leave the warren. He asked me if I was sure h 
wasn’t working up some kind of plot against the m 

and he got awfully angry and suspicious. It put the o p 
me, to tell you the truth, so I’ve just brought Hawkbit along 
and left it at that.’ a Tm 

‘I don’t blame you,’ said Hazel. ‘Knowing Toadflax, : 
surprised he didn’t knock you over first and ask a 
afterwards. All the same, Iet’s wait a little longer. Black- 
berry ought to be here soon.” 

Tıme passed. They crouched in silence while the tie 
shadows moved northward in the grass At last, just as Haze 
was about to run down the slope to Blackberry’s burrow, he 
saw him come out of lus hole, followed by no less than three 
rabbits One of these, Buckthorn, Hazel knew well He was 
glad to see him, for he knew him for a tough, sturdy fellow, 
who was considered certain to get into the Owsla as soon 
as he reached full weight, is 

“But I dare say he’s impatient,’ thought Hazel, ‘or he may 
have come off worst ın some scuffle over a doe and taken it 
hard Well, with him and Bigwig, at least we shan’t be too 

badly off if we run mto any fighting.’ oF 

He did not recognize the other two rabbits and when 
Blackberry told him their names — Speedwell and Acorn — 

he was none the wiser But this was not surprising, for they 
were typical outskirters — thm-looking six-monthers, with 
the strained, wary look of those who are only too well use 
o the thin end of the stick They looked curiously at Fiver. 
From what Blackberry had told them, they had been almost 
expecting to find Fiver foretelling doom in a poetic torrent. 
Instead, he scemed more calm and normal than the rest 
The certainty of going had lifted a weight from Fiver. 
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More time went slowly by Blackberry scrambled up mto 
the fern and then returned to the top of the bank, fidgeting 
nervously and half-inclined to bolt at nothing Hazel and 
Fiver remaimed in the ditch, nibbling half-heartedly at the 
dark grass At last Hazel heard what he was hstening 
for, a rabbit — or was ıt two? — approaching from the 
wood 

A few moments later Bigwig was in the ditch Behind him 
came a hefty, brisk-looking rabbit, something over twelve 
months old He was well-known by sight to all the warren, 
for his fur was entirely grey, with patches of near-white that 
now caught the moonlight as he sat scratching himself with- 
out speaking This was Silver, a nephew of the Threarah, 
who was serving his first month in the Owsla 

Hazel could not help feeling relieved that, Bigwig had 

brought only Silver ~ a quiet, straightforward fellow, who 
had not yet really found his feet among the veterans When 
Bigwig had spoken earher of sounding out the Owsla, Hazel 
had been m two minds It was only too hhely that they 
would encounter dangers beyond the warren and that they 
would stand in need of some good fighters Again, 1f Fiver 
was right and the whole warren was in imminent peril, then 
of course they ought to welcome any rabbit who was ready 
to Jom them On the other hand, there seemed no point in 
taking particular pains to get hold of rabbits who were going 
to behave lıke Toadflax 

“Wherever we settle down ın the end,’ thought Hazel, 
‘Tm determined to sce that Piphin and Fiver aren’t sat on 
and cuffed around until they’re ready to run any rish just 
to get away But 1s Bigwig going to see ıt like that?’ 

“You hnow Silver, don’t you?’ asked Bigwig, breaking in 
on his thoughts ‘ Apparently some of the younger fellows in 
the Owsla have been giving him a thin time — teasing him 

about his fur, you know, and saying he only got his place 
because of the Threarah I thought I was going to get some 
more, but I suppose nearly all the Owsla feel they’re very 
well off as they are ° 

He looked about him ‘T sav. there aren’t many here are 
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there? Do you think it? 
idea?’ ae 
Silver seemed about to speak when suddenly there 4 i- 
pattering in the undergiowth above and three more ra E 
came over the bank from the wood. Their movement ie 
irect and Purposeful, quite unlike the earlier, plane 
approach of those who were now gathered in the ditch. : 
largest of the three newcomers was in front and the Ai 
two followed hım, as though under orders. Hazel, oe 
once that they had nothing in common with himself and a 
rompanions, started and sat up tensely. Fiver muttered 4 
his ear, “Oh, Hazel, they’ve come to — but broke off shor f 
gwig turned towards them and stared, his nose working 
rapidly. The three came straight up to him, 
‘Thlayli?? said the leader. PNS” I 
‘You know me perfectly well,’ replied Bigwig, ‘and 
do you want?? 


s really worth going on with this 


do you mean? What for?? 
and inciting to mutiny. Silver; 
you're under arrest too, for failing to report to Toadflax this 
evening and causing your duty to devolve on a comrade. 
ou’re both to come with me? 


, “mmediately Bigwig fell upon him, scratching and kick- 
ing Holly fought back His follo 


: Spreading dissension 


followed 


when Haze] faced him. 
‘Go? said Hazel, firmly and quietly, < 
you.’ 
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‘Do you know what this means?’ replied Holly ‘I am 
Captain of Owsla You know that, don’t you?’ 

‘Go,’ repeated Hazel, ‘or you will be killed ° 

‘It ıs you who will be killed,’ replied Holly Without 
another word he too went back up the bank and vanished 
into the wood 

Dandelion was bleeding from the shoulder He licked the 
wound for a few moments and then turned to Hazel 

‘They won’t be Jong coming back, you know, Hazel,’ he 
said ‘They’ve gone to turn out the Owsla, and then we’ll 
be for ıt mght enough ’ 

“We ought to go at once,’ said Fiver 

“Yes, the time’s come now all nght,’ replied Hazel ‘Come 
on, down to the stream Then we'll follow the bank — that'll 
help us to keep together ’ 

‘If you’ll tahe my advice ~ began Bigwig 

“If we stay here any longer I shan’t be able to,’ answered 
Hazel 

With Fiver beside him, he led the way out of the ditch and 
down the slope In less than a minute the little band of 
rabbits had disappeared into the dim, moonlit might 


“5 In The Woods 


These young rabbits must move out 1f they are to survive Ina 
wild and free state they stray sometimes for miles wander- 
ing until they find a suitable environment 


R M Lockley The Private Life of the Rabbit 


It was getting on towards moonset when they left the fields 
and entered the wood Straggling, catching up with one 
another, keeping more or less together, they had wandered 
over half a mile down the fields, always following the course 
of the brook Although Hazel guessed that they must now 
have gone further from the warren than any rabbit he had 
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fel 

ever talked to, he was not sure whether they were ines - 
away and it was while he was wondering — no oS dh 
first time — whether he could hear sounds of w ok 
he first noticed the dark masses of the trees and t 

i earing among them , i 
poa be ae woodland, where the Tn 1s eae 
damp and grassless and they feel menaced by t pr + 
growth Hazel did not care for the look of the B T 
thought, Holly would no doubt think twice before “thas 
them into a place like that, and to keep beside t Ave o 
might well prove safer than wandering about the pie 
one direction and another, with the risk of finding af 
selves, in the end, back at the warren He decided ie a 
Straight into the wood without consulting Bigwig, an 
trust that the rest would follow. 


‘If we don’t run into any trouble and the brook takes us 
through the wood 


of 
» he thought, ‘we really shall be Sa i 
the warren and then we can look for somewhere to rest 
bi 


. ut 
t Most of them still seem to be more or less all right, b 
Fiver and P; 


pkin will have had as much as they can stand 
before long’ 


: of 
From the moment he entered it the wood seemed full 


« nd 
noises There was a smell of damp leaves and moss, 4 
everywhere the splash of wate 


sinister, unidentified sounds 


f 
» from further away; sounds 0 
movement , 

To rabbits, everything unknown is dangerous. The firs 
reaction 1s to startle 


ost the course of the brook, slipping 
aeree the moonlit patches as fugitives and halting in the 
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bushes with raised ears and staring eyes The moon was 
low now and the light, wherever it slanted through the trees, 
seemed thicker, older and more yellow 

From a thick pile of dead leaves beneath a holly tree, 
Hazel looked down a narrow path, lined on either side with 
fern and sprouting fire-weed The fern moved shghtly in the 
breeze, but along the path there was nothing to be seen 
except a scatter of last year’s fallen acorns under an oak 
What was in the brachen? What lay round the further bend? 
And what would happen to a rabbit who left the shelter of 
the holly tree and ran down the path? He turned to 
Dandelion beside him 

“You'd better wait here,’ he said ‘When I get to the bend 
PIl stamp But if I run into trouble, get the others away ° 

Without waiting for an answer he ran into the open and 
down the path A few seconds brought him to the oak He 
paused a moment, staring about him, and then ran on to 
the bend Beyond, the path was the same — empty ın the 

* darkening moonlight and leading gently downhill into the 
deep shadow of a grove of ilex trees Hazel stamped, and a 
few moments later Dandelion was beside him ın the brachen 
Even ın the midst of his fear and strain ıt occurred to him 
that Dandehon must be very fast he had covered the dis- 

ytance m a flash 

“Well done,’ whispered Dandelion ‘Running our risks 
for us are you — lıke El-ahrarrah?’* 

Hazel gave him a quick, friendly glance It was warm 
praise and cheered him What Robin Hood 1s to the English 
and John Henry to the American Negroes, Ehl-Hrair-Rah, 
or El-ahrairah — The Prince with a Thousand Enemies — 1s 
to rabbits Uncle Remus might well have heard of him, for 
some of El-ahrairah’s adventures are those of Brer Rabbit 
For that matter, Odysseus himself might have borrowed a 
trick or two from the rabbit hero, for he 1s very old and was 
never at a loss for a trick to deceive hisenemies Once, so they 
say, he had to get home by swimming across a river ın which 
there was a large and hungry pike El-ahrairah combed 


*The stresses are the same as in the phrase ‘Never say die’ 
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himself until he had enough fur to cover a clay rabbit, a 
he pushed into the water. The pike rushed at it, bit T 
left it m disgust After a little, ıt drifted to the bank an ane 
ahrairah dragged it out and waited a while before pus $ 
it m again. After an hour of this, the pike left it alone a i 
when it had done so for the fifth time, El-ahrairah swa "s 
across himself and went home. Some rabbits say he contro : 
the weather, because the wind, the damp and the dew at 
friends and instruments to rabbits against ther enemies. 

‘Hazel, we’ll have to stop here,’ said Bigwig, coming uE 
between the pantıng, crouching bodies of the others. E 
know it’s not a good place, but Fiver and this other ha 
sized fellow you’ve got here — they’re pretty well all in. They 
won’t be able to go on 1f we don’t rest.’ 


The truth was that every one of them was tred. Many 


rabbits spend all their lives ın the same place and never run 


more than a hundred yards at a stretch. Even though the} 
may hve and sleep above ground for months at a time, — 
prefer not to be out of distance of some sort of refuge Ee 
will serve for a hole They have two natural gaits—the gentle 
lolloping, forward movement of the warren on a summe? 
evening and the lightning dash for cover that every human 
has seen at some time or other. It ıs difficult to imagine * 
rabbit plodding steadily on’ they are not built for ıt. It £ 
true that young rabbits are great migrants and capable a 
journeying for miles, but they do not take to it readily 
Hazel and his companions had spent the night doing 
everything that came unnaturally to them, and this for ne 
first ume They had been moving in a group, or trying as 
actually, they had straggled widely at times They had ae 
trying to mamtain a steady pace, between hopping 2” 
running, and it had come hard Since entering the w0? 
they had been in severe anxiety. Several were almost thar? ~ 
that is, in that state of staring, glazed paralysis that comes 
over terrified or exhausted rabbits, so that they sit and watch 
Thor enemies = w ; ; 


ine Pip} cascls or humans — approach to take their 
culu piin sat trembling under a fern, his ears drooping on 


t ade of his head He held one paw forward in an 
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awkward, unnatural way and kept licking ıt miserably 
Fiver was httle better off He still looked cheerful, but very 
weary Hazel realized that until they were rested they would 
all be safer where they were than stumbling along ın the 
open, with no strength left to run from an enemy But if they 
lay brooding, unable to feed or go underground, all their 
troubles would come crowding into their hearts, their fears 
would mount and they might very likely scatter, or even try 
to return to the warren He had an idea 
‘Yes, all right, we’ll rest here,’ he said ‘Let’s go ın among 
this fern Come on, Dandelhon, tell us a story I know you’re 
handy that way Pipkin here can’t wait to hear it’ 
Dandelion looked at Pipkin and realized what ıt was that 
Hazel was asking him to do Choking back his own fear of 
the desolate, grassless woodland, the before-dawn-returning 
owls that they could hear some way off and the extra- 
ordinary, rank animal smell that seemed to come from 
somewhere rather nearer, he began 


6 The Story of the Blessing of El-abrairah 


Why should he think me cruel 
Or that he 1s betrayed? 

Pd have him love the thing that was 
Before the world was made 


W B Yeats A Woman Young and Old 


“Long ago, Frith made the world He made all the stars too 
and the world 1s one of the stars He made them by scattering 
his droppings over the sky and this is why the grass and the 
trees grow so thich on the world Frith makes the brooks flow 
They follow hım as he goes through the shy and when he 
leaves the sky they look for him all mght Frith made all the 
animals and birds, but when he first made them they were 
all the same The sparrow and the kestrel were friends and 
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they both ate seeds and flies And the fox and the rabbit were 
friends and they both ate grass And there was plenty of 
grass and plenty of flies, because the world was new and 
Frith shone down bright and warm all day 
‘Now El-ahrairah was among the animals in those days 
and he had many wives. He had so many wives that there 
was no counting them and the wives had so many young that 
even Frith could not count them and they ate the grass and 
the dandelions and the lettuces and the clover and El- 
ahrairah was the father of them all’ (Bigwig growled ap- 
preciatively ) ‘And after a time,’ went on Dandelion, ‘after 
a time the grass began to grow thin and the rabbits wandered 
everywhere, multiplying and eating as they went 
‘Then Frith said to El-ahrairah, “Prince Rabbit, if you 
cannot control your people, I shall find ways to control 
them So mark what I say.” But El-ahrairah would not 
listen and he said to Frith, “ My people are the strongest in 
the world, for they breed faster and eat more than any of the 
other people. And this shows how much they love Lord 
Frith, for of all the animals they are the most responsive to 
his warmth and brightness You must realize, my lord, how 
acne they are and not hinder them in their beautiful 
ves ” 
‘Frith could have killed El-ahrairah at once, but he had 
a mind to keep him in the world, because he needed him to 
sport and jest and play tricks So he determined to get the 
better of him not by means of his own great power but by 
means of a trick. He gave out that he would hold a great 
meeting and that at that meeting he would give a present 
to every animal and bird, to make each one different from 
the rest. And all the creatures set out to go to the meeting- 
place. But they all arrived at different times, because Frith 
made sure that 1t would happen so. And when the black- 
bird came, he gave him his beautiful song, and when the 
cow came, he gave her sharp horns and the strength to 
be afraid of no other creature And so in their turn came the 
fox and the stoat and the weasel And to each of them Frith 
gave the cunning and the fierceness and the desire to hunt 
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and slay and eat the children of El-ahrairah And so they 
went away from Frith full of nothing but hunger to kill the 
rabbits 

‘Now all this tume, El-ahrairah was dancing and mating 
and boasting that he was going to Frith’s meeting to receive 
a great gift And at last he set out for the meeting-place But 
as he was going there, he stopped to rest on a soft, sandy 
hillside And while he was resting, over the hill came flying 
the dark Swift, screaming as he went, “ News! News! News!” 
For you know, this 1s what he has said ever since that day 
So El-ahrairah called up to him and said, “What news?” 
“Why,” said the Swift, “I would not be you, El-ahrarrah 
For Frith has given the fox and the weasel cunning hearts 
and sharp teeth and to the cat he has given silent feet and 
eyes that can see in the dark and they are gone away from 
Frith’s place to kill and devour all that belongs to El- 
ahrairah ” And he dashed on over the hills And at that 
moment El-ahrairah heard the voice of Frith calling, 
“Where 1s El-ahrairah? For all the others have taken their 
gifts and gone and I have come to look for him ” 

‘Then El-ahrairah knew that Frith was too clever for him 
and he was frightened He thought that the fox and the 
weasel were coming with Frith and he turned to the face of 
the hill and began to dig He dug a hole, but he had dug 
only a httle of it when Frith came over the hill alone And 
he saw El-ahrairah’s bottom sticking out of the hole and the 
sand flying out in showers as the digging went on When he 
saw that, he called out, “My friend, have you seen El- 
ahairah, for I am looking for him to give him my gift?” 
“No,” answered Ll-ahrairah, without coming out, “I have 
not scen him He ıs far away He could not come ” So Fnth 
said, “Then come out of that hole and I will bless you 
stead of him ” “No, I cannot,” said El-ahrairah, “I am 
busy The fox and the weasel are coming If you want to 
ee me you can bless my bottom, for 1t 1s sticking out of the 

ole 333 

All the rabbıts had heard the story before on winter 
nights, when the cold draught moved down the warren 
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passages and the icy wet lay in the pits of the runs below 
their burrows; and on summer evenings, in the grass under 
the red may and the sweet, carrion-scented elder bloom. 
Dandelion was telling it well and even Pipkin forgot his 
weariness and danger, and remembered instead the great 
indestructibility of the Rabbits. Each one of them saw him- 
self as El-ahrairah, who could be impudent to Frith and get 
away with it. 

‘Then,’ said Dandelion, ‘Frith felt himself in friendship 
with El-ahrairah, because of his resourcefulness, and because 
he would not give up even when he thought the fox and the 
weasel were coming And he said, “Very well, I will bless 
your bottom as it sticks out of the hole. Bottom, be strength 
and warning and speed for ever and save the life of your 
master. Be ıt so!” And as he spoke, El-ahrairah’s tail grew 
shining white and flashed like a star’ and his back legs grew 
long and powerful and he thumped the hillside until the 
very beetles fell off the grass-stems He came out of the hole 
and tore across the hill faster than any creature in the world. 
And Frith called after him, “El-ahrairah, your people 
cannot rule the world, for I will not have itso All the world 
will be your enemy, Prince with a Thousand Enemies, and 
whenever they catch you, they will kill you But first they 
must catch you, digger, listener, runner, prince with the 
swift warning. Be cunning and full of tricks and your people 
shall never be destroyed ” And El-ahrairah knew then that 
although he would not be mocked, yet Frith was his friend. 
And every evening, when Frith has done his day’s work and 

lics calm and easy m the red sky, El-ahrairah and his 
children and his children’s children come out of their 
holes and feed and play in his sight, for they are his friends 
and he has promised them that they can never be destroyed.’ 
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Bigwig and Dandelion were staring out from the sheer edge 
of a high bank, and below the bank ran a stream. It was in 
fact the little river Enborne, twelve to fifteen feet wide and 
at this tıme of year two or three feet deep with spring rain, 
but to the rabbits 1t seemed immense, such a river as they 
had never imagined, The moon had almost set and the night 
was now dark, but they could see the water faintly shining 
as 1t flowed and could just make out, on the further side, a 
thin belt of nut-trees and alders Somewhere beyond, a 
plover called three or four times and was silent. 

One by one, most of the others came up, stopped at the 
bank and looked at the water without speaking A chilly 
breeze was moving and several of them trembled where they 
sat 

‘Well, this 1s a nice surprise, Hazel,’ said Bigwig at length. 
‘Or were you expecting this when you took us into the 
wood?’ 

Hazel realized wearily that Bigwig was probably going to 
be troublesome. He was certainly no coward, but he was 
likely to remain steady only as long as he could see his way 
clear and be sure of what to do To him, perplexity was 
worse than danger, and when he was perplexed he usually 
grew angry The day before, Fiver’s warning had troubled 
him, and he had spoken ın anger to the Threarah and left 
the Owsla Then, while he was in an uncertain mood about 
the idea of leaving the warren, Captain Holly had appeared 
in capital tıme to be attacked and to provide a perfect reason 
for their departure Now, at the sight of the river, Bigwig’s 
assurance was leaking again and unless he, Hazel, could 
restore ıt m some way, they were likely to be ın for trouble. 
He thought of the Threarah and his wily courtesy. 

I don’t know what we should have done without you just 
now, Bigwig,’ he said ‘What was that anımal? Would ıt 
have killed us?? 

‘A lendri,’ said Bigwig ‘I’ve heard about them in the 
Ousla Theyre not really dangerous They can’t catch a 
rabbit that runs, and nearly always you can smell them 
coming. They're funny things: I’ve heard of rabbits living 
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almost on top of them and coming to no harm But they’re 
best avoided, all the same They’ll dig out rabbit Littens and 
they'll kall an injured rabbit 1f they find one They’re one of 
the Thousand, all mght I ought to have guessed from the 
smell, but 1t was new to me’ 

“It had killed before ıt met us,’ said Blackberry with a 
shudder ‘I saw the blood on its lips” 

‘A rat, perhaps, or pheasant chicks Lucky for us it had 
killed, otherwise ıt might have been quicker Sul, fortun- 
ately we did the right thing We really came out of it very 
well,’ said Bigwig 

Fiver came limping down the path with Pipkin They, too, 
cheched and stared at the sight of the river 

“What do you think we ought to do now, Fiver?’ ashed 
Hazel 

Fiver looked down at the water and twitched his 
ears 

‘We shall have to cross it,’ he said ‘But I don’t think I 
can swim, Hazel I’m worn out, and Piphin’s a good deal 
worse than I am’ 

“Cross 1t?’ cried Bigwig ‘Cross it? Who’s going to cross 
1t? What do you want to cross it for? I never heard such 

nonsense °’ 

Like all wild animals, rabbits can swim if they have to 
and some even swim when it suits them Rabbits have been 
known to live on the edge of a wood and regularly swim a 
brook to feed in the fields beyond But most rabbits avoid 
Swimming and certainly an exhausted rabbit could not 
swum the Enborne 

“I don’t want to jump in there,’ said Speedwell 

“Why not just go along the bank?’ asked Hawkbit 

Hazel suspected that if Fiver felt they ought to cross the 
niver, it might be dangerous not to But how were the others 
to be persuaded? At this moment, as he was still wondering 
what to say to them, he suddenly realized that something 
had hghtened his spirits What could ıt be? A smell? A 
sound? Then he knew Near-by, across the river, a lark had 
begun to twitter and chmb It was morning A blackbird 
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called one or two deep, slow notes and was followed by a 
wood-pigeon Soon they were in grey twilight and could see 
that the stream bordered the farther edge of the wood. On 
the other side lay open fields. 


8. The Crossing 


The centurion. . commanded that they which could swim should 
cast themselves first into the sea and get to land And the rest, some 
on boards and some on broken pieces of the ship And so ıt came to 
pass, that they escaped all safe to land 


The Acts of the Apostles, Chapter 27 


The top of the sandy bank was a good. six feet above the 
water From where they sat, the rabbits could look straight 
ahead upstream, and downstream to their left. Evidently 
there were nesting holes in the sheer face below them, for as 
the hght grew they saw three or four martins dart out over 
the stream and away into the fields beyond. In a short time 
one returned with his beak full, and they could hear the 
nestlings squeaking as he flew out of sight beneath their 
feet The bank did not extend far ın either direction. Up- 
stream, it sloped down to a grassy path between the trees 
and the water This followed the line of the mver, which ran 
straight from almost as far away as they could see, flowing 
smoothly without fords gravel shallows or plank bridges. 
Immediately below them lay a wide pool and here the 
water was almost still. Away to their left, the bank sloped 
down again into clumps of alder, among which the stream 
could be heard chattering over gravel. There was a glimpse 
of barbed wnc stretched across the water and they guessed 
that this must surround a cattle-wade, like the one in the 
httle brook near the home warren 


Hazel looked at the path upstream. ‘There’s 
there,” he said. ‘Lets a and Teed” Sras coun 
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They scrambled down the bank and sct to mbbhing bride 
the water Between them and the stream itself stood half- 
grown clumps of purple loocestrifeé and fleabane, +s hich 
would not flower for ne*rly two months vet The only blonms 
were a few carly me idow-sweet and a pitch of pint butter. 
bur, Looling bach at the face of the bint thes could eee 
that at vasan fct dotted thickly with mairtins’ holes There 
was a narro» foreshore at the foot of the httle chiff and this 
vasiittered with the rubbish ofthe colony -stete droppines, 
feathers, 2 broken cee and + dead nesting or two The 
martins were now coming and going in numbers over the 
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‘No, I’m not,’ answered Hazel firmly. ‘I think we ought 
to stay here until ni-Frith That'll give everyone a chance to 
rest and then we can swim across to those fields ° 

Bigwig was about to reply, but Blackberry spoke first. 

‘Bigwig,’ he said, ‘why don’t you swim over now, and 
then go out into the field and have a look round? The wood 
may not stretch very far one way or the other. You could see 
from there; and then we might know which would be the 
best way to go’ 

‘Oh well, said Bigwig rather grudgingly, ‘I suppose 
there’s some sense in that I’ll swim the embleer~ river as 
many times as you hke Always glad to oblige.’ 

Without the slightest hesitation, he took two hops to the 
water, waded in and swam across the deep, still pool They 
watched him pull himself out beside a flowering clump of 
figwort, gripping one of the tough stems in his teeth, shake a 
shower of drops out of his fur and scutter into the alder 
bushes A moment later, between the nut-trees, they saw 
him running off into the field. 

‘Tm glad he’s with us, said Hazel to Silver. Again he 
thought wryly of the Threarah ‘He’s the fellow to find out 
all we need to know. Oh, I say, look, he’s coming back 
already ’ 

Bigwig was racing back across the field, looking more 
agitated than he had at any time since the encounter with 
Captain Holly. He ran into the water almost headlong and 
paddled over fast, leaving an arrow-head ripple on the calm, 
brown surface. He was speaking as he jerked himself out on 

the sandy foreshore 

“Well, Hazel, if I were you I shouldn’t wait until ni- 
Frith I should go now. In fact, I think you’ll have to.’ 

‘Why?’ asked Hazel. 

‘There’s a large dog loose in the wood ° 

Hazel started ‘What?’ he said. ‘How do you know ?’ 

“When you get into the field you can see the wood sloping 
down to the river Parts of it are open I saw the dog 
crossing a clearing It was trailing a chann, so it must have 

* Stinking ~ the word for the smell of a fox ` 
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broken loose It may be on the lendri’s scent, but the lendr1 
will be underground by now What do you think will 
happen when it pichs up our scent, running from one side of 
the wood to the other, with dew on it? Come on, let’s get 
over quickly ° 

Hazel felt at a loss In front of him stood Bigwig, sodden 
wet, undaunted, single-minded - the very picture of 
decision At his shoulder was Fiver, silent and twitching He 
saw Blachberry watching him intently, waiting for his lead 
and disregardmg Bigwig’s Then he looked at Pipkin, 
huddled into a fold of sand, more panic-stricken and help- 
less than any rabbit he had ever seen At this moment, up 
in the wood, there broke out an excited yelping and a jay 
began to scold 

Hazel spoke through a kind of light-headed trance ‘Well, 
you’d better get on, then,’ he said, ‘and anyone else who 
wants to Personally, I’m gomg to wait until Fiver and 
Pipkin are fit to tachle it’ 

‘ae You suly blockhead!’ cried Bigwig ‘We'll all be finished! 

e'll ~ 

‘Don’t stamp about,’ said Hazel ‘You may be heard 

at do you suggest then?’ 

‘Suggest? There’s no suggesting to be done Those who 
can swim, swim The others will have to stay here and hope 
for the best The dog may not come’ 

‘Tm afraid that won’t do for me I got Pipkin into this and 
Pm going to get him out’ 

eles you didn’t get Fiver into ıt, did you? He got you 
into it? 

Hazel could not help noticing, with reluctant admuration, 
that although Bigwig had lost his temper, he was apparently 
m no hurry on his own account and seemed less frightened 
than any of them Looking round for Blackberry, he saw 
that he had left them and was up at the top of the pool, 
where the narrow beach tailed away into a gravel spit His 
paws were half-buried in the wet gravel and he was nosing 
at something large and flat on the water-line It looked like 

a piece of wood 


48 THE JOURNEY 


‘Blackberry, he said, ‘can you come back here a 
moment?’ 
` Blackberry looked up, tugged out his paws and ran back. 

‘Hazel,’ he said quickly, ‘that’s a piece of flat wood — like 
that piece that closed the gap by the Green Loose above the 
warren — you remember? It must have drifted down the 
river. So it floats. We could put Fiver and Pipkin on it and 
make it float again It might go across the mver. Can you 
understand?’ 

Hazel had no idea what he meant Blackberry’s flood of 
apparent nonsense only seemed to draw tighter the mesh 
of danger and bewilderment As though Bigwig’s angry 
impatience, Pipkin’s terror and the approaching dog were 
not enough to contend with, the cleverest rabbit among 
them had evidently gone out of his mind He felt close to 
despair 

‘Frithrah, yes, I see!’ said an excited voice at his ear It 
was Fiver. ‘Quick, Hazel, don’t wait! Come on, and bring 
Pipkin!” 

It was Blackberry who bullied the stupefied Pipkin to his 
feet and forced him to limp the few yards to the gravel spit. 
The piece of wood, hardly bigger than a large rhubarb leaf, 
was lightly aground Blackberry almost drove Pipkin on to 
it with his claws Pipkin crouched shivering and Fiver 
followed him aboard. 


“Who’s strong?’ said Blackberry. ‘Bigwig! Silver! Push it 
out!” 

No one obeyed him. All squatted, puzzled and uncertain. 
Blackberry buried his nose in the gravel under the landward 
edge of the board and raised it, pushing The board tipped 
Pipkin squealed and Fiver lowered his head and splayed his 
claws Then the board righted itself and drifted‘out a few 
feet into the pool with the two rabbits hunched upon it, 
rigid and motionless It rotated slowly and they found them- 
selves staring back at their comrades. 


‘Frith and Inlé!’ said Dandelion ‘They’re sitting on the 
water! Why don’t they sink?’ 


¢ -. 
They're sitting on the wood and the wood floats, can’t 
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you see?’ said Blackberry ‘Now we swim over ourselves 
Can we start, Hazel?’ 

During the last few minutes Hazel had been as near to 
losing his head as he was ever to come He had been at his 
wits’ end, with no reply to Bigwig’s scornful impatience 
except his readiness to risk his own hfe ın company with 
Fiver and Pipkin He still could not understand what had 
happened, but at least he realized that Blackberry wanted 
him to show authority His head cleared 

‘Swim,’ he said ‘Everybody swim’ 

He watched them as they went in Dandelion swam as 
well as he ran, swiftly and easily Silver, too, was strong The 
others paddled and scrambled over somehow and as they 
began to reach the other side, Hazel plunged The cold 
water penetrated his fur almost at once His breath came 
short and as his head went under he could hear a faint 
grating of gravel along the bottom He paddled across 
awkwardly, his head tilted high out of the water, and made 
for the figwort As he pulled himself out, he looked round 
among the sopping rabbits ın the alders 

“Where’s Bigwig?’ he asked 

‘Behind you,’ answered Blackberry, his teeth chattering 

Bigwig was still in the water, on the other side of the pool 
He had swum to the raft, put his head against it and was 

pushing ıt forward with heavy thrusts of his back legs ‘Keep 
stall,” Hazel heard him say 1n a quick, gulping voice Then he 
sank But a moment later he was up again and had thrust 
his head over the back of the board As he kicked and 
struggled, ıt tilted and then, while the rabbits watched from 
the bank, moved slowly across the pool and grounded on the 
Opposite side Fiver pushed Pipkin on to the stones and 
Bigwig waded out beside them, shivering and breathless 

‘I got the idea once Blackberry had shown us,’ he said 
“But it’s hard to push ıt when you’re in the water I hope 1t’s 
not long to sunmse I’m cold Let’s get on’ 

There was no sign of the dog as they made haste through 

the alders and up the field to the first hedgerow Most of 
them had not understood Blackberry’s discovery of the raft 
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and at once forgot it. Fiver, however, came over to where 
Blackberry was lying against the stem ofa blackthorn in the 
hedge. 

‘You saved Pipkin and me, didn’t you?’ he said. “I don’t 
think Pipkin’s got any idea what really happened; but I 
have.’ 

‘I admit it was a good idea,’ replied Blackberry. ‘Let's 
remember it It might come in handy again some time. 


9. The Crow and the Beanfield 


With the beanflower’s boon, 
And the blackbird’s tune, 
And May, and June! 


Robert Browning De Gustebus 


The sun rose while they were still lying in the thorn Already 
several of the rabbits were asleep, crouched uneasily between 
the thick stems, aware of the chance of danger but too tired 
to do more than trust to luck. Hazel, looking at them, felt 
almost as insecure as he had on the river bank A hedgerow 
in open fields was no place to remain all day. But where 
could they go? He needed to know more about their sur- 
roundings He moved along the hedge, feeling the breeze 
from the south and looking for some spot where he could sit 
and scent it without too much risk. The smells that came 
down from the higher ground might tell him something. 
He came to a wide gap which had been trodden into mud 
by cattle. He could see them grazing in the next field, 
further up the slope. He went cautiously out into the field, 
squatted down against a clump of thistles and began to smell 
the wind Now that he was clear of the hawthorn scent of the 
hedge and the reek of cattle dung, he became fully aware of 
what had already been drifting into his nostrils while he was 
lying among the thorn. There was only one smell on the 
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True, rabbits could not cat these plants: he could smell that. 
But they could he safely among them for as long as they 
liked, and they could move through them casily and unseen. 
Hazel determined then and there to bring the rabbits up 
to the beanfield to shelter and icst until the evening. He 
ran back and found the others where he had left them. 
Bigwig and Silver were awake, but all the rest were still 
napping uneasily. 
‘Not asleep, Silver?’ he said. 


‘It’s too dangerous, Hazel,’ replied Silver. ‘I’d like to 
sleep as much as anyone, but if we all sleep and something 
comes, who’s going to spot it?’ 

“I know. I’ve found a place where we can sleep safely for 
as long as we like’ 

‘A burrow?’ 


‘No, not a burrow. A great field of scented plants that will 
cover us, sight and smell, until we’re rested. Come out here 
and smell it, if you hke.’ 

Both rabbits did so. ‘You say you’ve seen these plants?’ 
said Bigwig, turning his ears to catch the distant rustling of 
the beans 

“Yes, they’re only just over the top Come on, let’s get the 
others moving before a man comes with a hrududu or they'll 
scatter all over the place’ 

Silver roused the others and began to coax them into the 
field They stumbled out drowsily, responding with reluc- 
tance to his repeated assurance that it was ‘ only a little way’. 

‘They became widely separated as they struggled up the 
slope Silver and Bigwig led the wa , with Hazel and Buck- 
thorn a short distance behind The rest idled along, hopping 

a few yards and then pausing to nibble or to pass droppings 
on the warm, sunny grass Silver was almost at the crest 
when suddenly, from half-way up, there came a high 
screaming — the sound a rabbit makes, not to call for help 
at to frighten an enemy, but simply out of terror. Fiver and 
Pipkin, hmping behind the others, and conspicuously under- 
sized and tired, were bemg attacked by the crow. It had 

*Tractor = or any motor 
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flown low along the ground Then, pouncing, it had aimed a 
blow of its great bill at Fiver, who just managed to dodge in 
tme Now it was leaping and hopping among the grass 
tussocks, striking at the two rabbits with terrible darts of 1ts 
head Crows aim at the eyes and Pipkin, sensing this, had 
buried his head ın a clump of rank grass and was trying to 
burrow farther ın It was he who was screaming 
Hazel covered the distance down the slope in a few 
seconds He had no idea what he was going to do and if the 
crow had ignored him he would probably have been ata loss 
But by dashing up he distracted its attention and it turned 
on hm He swerved past it, stopped and, looking back, saw 
Bigwig come racing in from the opposite side The crow 
turned again, struck at Bigwig and missed Hazel heard its 
beak hit a pebble in the grass with a sound hike a snail-shell 
when a thrush beats ıt on a stone As Silver followed Bigwig, 
1t recovered itself and faced him squarely Silver stopped 
short ın fear and the crow seemed to dance before him, its 
great, black wings flapping in a horrible commotion It was 
Just about to stab when Bigwig ran straight into ıt from 
behind and knocked ıt sideways, so that ıt staggered across 
the turf with a harsh, raucous cawing of rage 
“Keep at it!’ cried Bigwig ‘Come in behind it! They’re 
cowards! They only attack helpless rabbits ° 
But already the crow was making off, flying low with slow, 
heavy wing-beats They watched ıt clear the farther hedge 
and disappear into the wood beyond the river In the silence 
there was a gentle, tearmg sound as a grazing cow moved 
nearer 
Bigwig strolled over to Pipkin, muttering a mbald Owsla 
lampoon 
‘ Hoi, hor u embleer Hratr, 
M'’saton ule hraka vatr’* 


‘Come on, Hlao-roo,’ he said ‘You can get your head out 
now Having quite a day, aren’t we?’ 


**Hon, Hon, the stinking Thousand, We meet them even when we stop 
to pass our droppings ’ 
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He turned away and Pipkin tried to follow him. Hazel 
remembered that Fiver had said he thought he was injured. 
Now, as he watched him limping and staggering up the 
slope, 1t occurred to him that he might actually be wounded 
in some way He kept tiying to put his near-side front paw 
to the ground and then drawing it up again, hopping on 
three legs 

‘I’ll have a look at him as soon as they’re settled under 
cover,’ he thought. ‘Poor little chap, he won’t be able to get 
much further like that.’ 

At the top of the slope Buckthorn was already leading the 
way into the beanficld Hazel reached the hedge, crossed a 
narrow turf verge on the other side and found himself 
looking straight down a long, shadowy aisle between two rows 
of beans The earth was soft and crumbling, with a scatter- 
ing of the weeds that are found in cultivated fields - 
fumitory, charlock, pimpernel and mayweed, all growing in 

the green gloom under the bean leaves As the plants moved 
in the breeze, the sunlight dappled and speckled back and 
forth over the brown soil, the white pebbles and weeds. Yet 
in. this ubiquitous restlessness there was nothing alarming, 
for the whole forest took part in it and the only sound was 
the soft, steady movement of the leaves Far along the bean- 
row, Hazel glimpsed Buckthorn’s back and followed him 
into the depths of the field 

Soon after, all the rabbits had come together in a kind of 
hollow. Far around, on all sides, stood the orderly rows of 
beans, securing them against hostile approach, roofing them 
over and covering their scent They could hardly have been 
safer underground. Even a little food could be had ata pinch, 
for here and there were a few pale twists of grass and here 
and there a dandelion ~ : 

“We can sleep here all day,’ said Hazel. ‘But I suppose 
one of us ought to stay awake; and if I take the first turn 
it'll give me a chance to have a look at your paw, Hlao-roo. 
I think you’ve got something in it.” 

Pipkin, who was lying on his left side, breathing quickly 
and heavily, rolled over and stretched out his front paw, 
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underside turned upwards Hazel peered closely into the 
thick, coarse hair (a rabbit’s foot has no pads) and after a 
few moments saw what he had expected ~- the oval shank of 
a snapped-off thorn sticking out through the skin There 
was a little blood and the flesh was torn 

‘You’ve got a big thorn in there, Hlao,’ he said ‘No 
wonder you couldn’t run We’ll have to get ıt out’ 

Geiting the thorn out was not easy, for the foot had 
become so tender that Pipkin winced and pulled away even 
from Hazel’s tongue But after a good deal of patient effort 
Hazel succeeded ın working out enough of the stump to get a 
grip with his tecth The thorn came out smoothly and the 
wound bled The spine was so long and thick that Hawkbit, 
who happened to be close by, wohe Speedwell to have a look 
at it 

‘Frith above, Pipkin!’ said Speedwell, sniffing at the 
thorn where ıt lay on a pebble ‘You'd better collect a few 
more like that then you can make a notice board and 
frighten Fiver You might have poked the lendri’s eye out 
for us, 1f you’d only known’ 

‘Lich the place, Hlao,’ said Hazel ‘Lick ıt until it feels 
better and then go to sleep ’ 


10 The Road and the Common 


Timorous answered, that they had got up that difficult place 
but, said he, the further we go, the more danger we meet with, 
wherefore we turned, and are going back again 


John Bunyan The Pilgrim’s Progress 


After some time, Hazel woke Buckthorn Then he scratched 
a shallow nest ın the earth and slept One watch succeeded 
another through the day, though how the rabbits judged the 
Passing of the tıme ıs something that civilized human beings 
have lost the power to feel Creatures that have neither 
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clocks nor books are alive to all manner of knowledge about 
time and the weather; and about direction too, as we know 
from their extraordinary migratory and homing journcys. 
The changes in the warmth and dampness of the soil, the 
falling of the sunlight patches, the altcring movement of the 
beans in the light wind, the direction and strength of the air 
currents along the ground ~ all these were perceived by the 
rabbit awake. 

The sun was beginning to set when Hazel woke to sce 
Acorn listenmg and sniffing in the silence, between two 
white-skinned flints The light was thicker, the breeze had 
dropped and the beans were still. Pupkin was stretched out 
a httle way away. A yellow-and-black burying beetle, 
crawling across the white fur of his belly, stopped, waved its 
short, curved antennae and then moved on again. Hazel 
grew tense with sudden misgiving. He knew that these 
beetles come to dead bodies, on which they feed and lay their 
eges They will dig away the earth from under the bodies of 
small creatures, such as shrew-mice and fallen fledglings, 
and then lay their eggs on them before covering them with 
soil. Surely Pipkin could not have died in his sleep? Hazel 
sat up quickly. Acorn started and turned towards him and 
the beetle scurried away over the pebbles as Pipkin moved 
and woke. 


‘How’s the paw?’ said Hazel Pipkin put it to the ground. 
Then he stood on it. 

‘It feels much better,’ he said ‘I think I shall be able to 
go as well as the others now. They won’t leave me behind, 
will they?’ 

Hazel rubbed his nose behind Pipkin’s ear. ‘No one’s 
going to leave anyone else behind,’ he said. ‘If you had to 
stay, Pd stay with you. But don’t pick up any more thorns, 
Hlao-roo, because we may have to go a long way ° 

The next moment all the rabbits leapt up in panic From 
close at hand the sound of a shot tore across the fields. A 
pecwit rose screaming. The echoes came back in waves, hike 
a pebble rolling round a box, and from the wood across the 
“iver came the clattering of wood-pigeons’ wings among the 
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branches In an instant the rabbits were running in all 
directions through the bean-rows, each one tearing by 
mstinct towards holes that were not there 

Hazel stopped short on the edge of the beans Looking 
about him, he could see none of the others He waited, 
trembling, for the neat shot but there was silence Then he 
felt, vibrating along the ground, the steady tread of a man 
going away beyond the crest over which they had come that 
morning At that moment Silver appeared, pushing his way 
through the plants close by 

‘I hope it’s the crow, don’t you?’ said Silver 

‘I hope no one’s been silly enough to bolt out of this field,’ 
answered Hazel ‘They’re all scattered How can we find 
them?’ 

“I don’t think we can,’ said Silver ‘We'd better go bach to 
where we were They’ll come in time ° 

It was in fact a long time before all the rabbits had come 
back to the hollow ın the middle of the field As he waited, 
Hazel realized more fully than ever how dangerous was 
their position, without holes, wandermg ın country they 
did not know The lendr, the dog, the crow, the marksman 
~ they had been lucky to escape them How long would their 
luck hold? Would they really be able to travel on as far as 
Fiver’s high place ~ wherever ıt might be? 

‘Td settle for any decent, dry bank, myself,’ he thought, 
“as long as there was some grass and no men with guns And 
the sooner we can find one the better ° 

Hawkbit was the last to return and as he came up Hazel 
Set off at once He looked cautiously out from among the 
beans and then darted into the hedgerow The wind, as he 
Stopped to sniff ıt, was reassuring, carrying only the scents 
of evening dew, may and cow-dung He led the way into the 
next field, a pasture and here they all fell to feeding, 
nibbling their way over the grass as easily as though their 
warren were close by 

When he was half-way across the field, Hazel became 
aware of a hrududu approaching very fast on the other side 
of the further hedge It was small and less noisy than the 
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farm tractor which he had sometimes watched fiom the 
edge of the primrose wood at home. It passed an a flash of 
man-made, unnatural colour, ghttering here and there and 
brighter than a winter holly tree. A few moments later came 
the smell of petrol and exhaust Hazel stared, twitching his 
nose He could not understand how the hrududu could move 
so quickly and smoothly through the fields. Would 1t return? 
Would it come through the fields faster than they could run, 
and hunt them down? 


As he paused, wondering what was best to be done, Big- 
wig came up. 


“There’s a road there, then,’ he said. ‘That'll give some of 
them a surprise, won’t it?’ 


‘A road?’ said Hazel, thinking of the lane by the notice- 
board ‘How do you know?’ 


“Well, how do you suppose a hrududu can go that fast? 
Besides, can’t you smell ıt?’ 

The smell of warm tar was now plain on the evening air. 

‘Tve never smelt that in my life,’ said Hazel with a touch 
of irritation 

‘Ah,’ said Bigwig, ‘but then you were never sent out steal- 
ing lettuces for the Threarah, were you? If you had been, 
you’d have learned about roads. There’s nothing to them, 


really, as long as you let them alone by might. They’re elil 
then, all right.’ 


“You'd better teach me, I think,’ said Hazel. ‘T’ll go up 
with you and we’ll let the others follow.’ 


‘They ran on and crept through the hedge. Hazel looked 
down at the road ın astonishment For a moment he thought 
that he was looking at another river ~ black, smooth and 
straight between its banks Then he saw the gravel embedded 
in the tar and watched a spider running over the surface. 


ç 
But that’s not natural,’ he said, sniffing the strange, 
strong smells of tar and oil 


“What is ıt? How did ıt come 
there?’ 
“Its a man-thing,’ said Biew T tuff there 
and then the hudd 8w1g. ‘They put that stu 


; il run on it — faster than we can, and 
what else can run faster than we?’ 
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‘It’s dangerous then? They can catch us?’ 

‘No, that’s what’s so odd They don’t tahe any notice of 
us at all TIl show you, 1f you lke ’ 

The other rabbits were beginning to reach the hedge as 
Bigwig hopped down the bank and crouched on the verge 
of the road From beyond the bend came the sound of 
another approaching car Hazel and Silver watched tensely 
The car appeared, flashing green and white, and raced 
down towards Bigwig For an instant it filled the whole 
world with noise and fear Then it was gone, and Bigwig’s 
fur was blowing ın the whach of wind that followed ıt down 
the hedges He jumped back up the bank among the staring 
rabbits 

‘See? They don’t hurt you,’ said Bigwig ‘As a matter of 
fact, I don’t think they’re alive at all But I must admit‘I 
can’t altogether make ıt out’ 

As on the river bank, Blackberry had moved away and 
was already down on the road on his own account, sniffing 
out towards the middle, half-way between Hazel and the 
bend They saw him start and yump back to the shelter of the 
bank 

‘What ıs 1t?’ said Hazel 

Blackberry did not answer and Hazel and Bigwig hopped 
towards him along the verge He was opening and shutting 
his mouth and licking his hps, much as a cat does when 
something disgusts ıt 

“You say they’re not dangerous, Bigwig,’ he said quietly 
“But I think they must be, for all that ’ 

In the middle of the road was a flattened, bloody mass of 
brown prickles and white fur, with small, black feet and 
snout crushed round the edges The flies crawled upon ıt 
and here and there the sharp pomts of gravel pressed up 

through the flesh 

‘A yonu, said Blackberry ‘What harm does a yona do to 
anything but slugs and beetles? And what can eat a yona?’ 

“It must have come at mght,’ said Bigwig 

“Yes, of course The yontl always hunt by night Ifyou see 
them by day they're dying’ 
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‘I know. But what I’m trying to explain is that at night 
the hrududil have great lights, brighter than Frith hunself. 
They draw creatures towards them and if they shine on you, 
you can’t see or think which way to go. Then the hrududu is 
quite likely to crush you. At least, that’s what we were 
taught in the Owsla. I don’t intend to try it.’ 

‘Well, ıt will be dark soon,’ said Hazel. ‘Come on, let's 
get across As far as I can see, this road’s no good to us at all. 
Now that I’ve learnt about ıt, I want to get away from It as 
soon as I can.’ 

By moonrise they had made their way through Newtown 
churchyard, where a little brook runs between the lawns 
and under the path. Wandering on, they chmbed a hill and 
came to Newtown Common ~- a country of peat, gorse and 
silver birch After the meadows they had left, this was a 
strange, forbidding land Trees, herbage, even the soil — all 
were unfamiliar They hesitated among the thick heather, 
unable to see more than a few feet ahead Their fur became 
soaked with the dew. The ground was broken by rifts and 

pits of naked, black peat, where water lay and sharp, white 
stones, some as big as a pigeon’s, some as a rabbit’s skull, 
glimmeied in the moonlight Whenever they reached one of 
these rifts the rabbits huddled together, waiting for Hazel or 
Bigwig to climb the further side and find a way forward. 
Everywhere they came upon beetles, spiders and small 
lizards which scurried away as they pushed through the 
fibrous, resistant heather Once Buckthorn disturbed 2 
snake, and leapt into the air as ıt whipped between his paws 
to vanish down a hole at the foot of a birch. 

The very plants were unknown to them — pink lousewort 


with its sprays of hooked flowers, bog asphodel and the thin- 
stemmed blooms of the sun-dews, rising above their hairy, 
fly-catching mouths, all shut fast by mght. In this close 
jungle all was silence They went more and more slowly, 
and made long halts in the peat-cuts But if the heather 
itself was silent, the breeze brought distant night-sounds 
across the open common. A cock crowed A dog ran barking 
and a man shouted at it A little owl called ‘Kee-wik, kee- 
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wik’ and something — a vole or a shrew ~ gave a sudden 
squeal There was not a noise but seemed to tell of danger 

Late ın the night, towards moonset, Hazel was looking up 
from a cut where they were crouching to a little bank above 
As he was wondering whether to climb up to ıt, to see 
whether he could get a clear view ahead, he heard a move- 
ment behind him and turned to find Hawkbit at his 
shoulder There was something furtive and hesitant about 
him and Hazel glanced at him sharply, wondering for a 
moment whether he could have sickness or poison on 
him 

‘Er — Hazel,’ said Hawkbit, looking past him into the face 

of the dreary, black cliff ‘I -er — that 1s to say we - er ~ feel 
that we — well, that we can’t go on hke this We’ve had 
enough of it’ 

He stopped Hazel now saw that Speedwell and Acorn 

were behind him, listening expectantly There was a pause 

‘Go on, Hawkhbit,’ said Speedwell, ‘or shall 1?’ 

‘More than enough,” said Hawkbit, with a kind of foolish 
importance 

“Well, so have I,’ answered Hazel, ‘and I hope there won’t 
be much more Then we can all have a rest’ 

“We want to stop now,’ said Speedwell ‘We think ıt was 
stupid to come so far’ g 
l ‘It gets worse and worse the further we go,’ said Acorn 
Where are we going and how long will st be before some of 
us stop running for good and all?’ 

“It’s the place that worries you,’ said Hazel ‘I don’t hke 
it myself, but ıt won’t go on for ever’ 

Hawkbit looked sly and shifty ‘We don’t believe you 
know where we are going,’ he said ‘You didn’t know about 
the road, did you? And you don’t know what there 1s in 
front of us’ 

“Look here,’ said Hazel, ‘suppose you tell me what you 
want to do and I’ll tell you what I think about ıt ° 

“We want to go back,’ sad Acorn ‘We think Fiver was 
Wrong’ 


“How can you go bach through all we’ve come through?’ 
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replied Hazel. ‘And probably get killed for wounding an 
Owsla officer, if you ever do get back? Talk sense, for Frith’s 
sake.’ 
‘It wasn’t we who wounded Holly, said Speedwell. 
‘You were there and Blackberry brought you therc. Do 
you think they won’t remember that? Besides ~ 


Hazel stopped as Fiver approached, followed by Bigwig. 

‘Hazel,’ said Fiver, ‘could you come up on the bank with 
me for a few moments? It’s important.’ 

‘And while you’re there,’ said Bigwig, scowling round at 
the others from under the great sheaf of fur on his head, ‘PH 
just have a few words with these three. Why don’t you get 
washed, Hawkbit? You look like the end of a 1at’s tail left 
in a trap. And as for you, Speedwell ~ 

Hazel did not wait to hear what Speedwell looked like. 
Following Fiver, he scrambled up the lumps and shelves of 
peat to the overhang of gravelly earth and thin grass that 
topped them. As soon as Fiver had found a place to clamber 
out, he led the way along the edge to the bank which Hazel 
had been looking at before Hawkbit spoke to him. It stood 
a few feet above the nodding, windy heather and was open 
and grassy at the top. They climbed it and squatted down. 
To their right the moon, smoky and yellow in thin night 
cloud, stood over a clump of distant pine trees They looked 
southward across the dismal waste Hazel waited for Fiver 
to speak, but he remained silent. 


“What was it you wanted to say to me?’ asked Hazel at 
ast 

Fiver made no reply and Hazel paused in perplexity. 
From below, Bigwig was just audible. 

‘And you, Acorn, you dog-eared, dung-faced disgrace to a 
gamekeeper’s gibbet; if I only had time to tell you ~ 

The moon sailed free of the cloud and ht the heather more 
aoe but neither Hazel nor Fiver moved from the top of 

e 


Fiver was looking far out beyond the edge of the 
common, Four miles away, 


th along the southern skyline, rose 
e seven hundred and fifty-foot ridge of the downs. On the 
highest point, the beech tr 


ees of Cottington’s Clump were 
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moving in a stronger wind than that which blew across the 
heather 

‘Look!’ said Fiver suddenly ‘That’s the place for us, 
Hazel High, lonely hills, where the wind and the sound 
carry and the ground’s as dry as straw ın a barn That’s 
where we ought to be That’s where we have to get to’ 

Hazel looked at the dim, far-off hills Obviously, the idea 
of trying to reach them was out of the question It might well 
prove to be all they could do to find their way across the 
heather to some quiet field or copse-bank like those they had 
been used to It was lucky that Fiver had not come out with 
this foolish notion ın front of any of the others, especially 
as there was trouble enough already If only he could be 
persuaded to drop ıt here and now, there would be no harm 
done — unless indeed he had already said anything to Pipkin 

‘No, I think that’s altogether too far, Fiver,’ he said 
‘Think of the miles of danger Everyone’s frightened and 
tured as 1t1s What we need 1s to find a safe place soon, and 
Td rather succeed in dog what we can than fail to do what 
we can’t? 

Fiver gave no sign of having heard him He seemed to be 
lost in his own thoughts When he spoke again, 1t was as 
though he were talking to himself ‘There’s a thick must 
between the hills and us I can’t see through it, but through 
it we shall have to go Or into it, anyway’ 

ʻA must?” said Hazel ‘What do you mean?’ 

‘Were in for some mysterious trouble,’ whispered Fiver, 
‘and it’s not ell It feels more like — lke must Lake being 
deceived and losing our way ’ 

There was no mist around them The May night was clear 
and fresh Hazel waited in silence and after a time Fiver said, 
slowly and eapressionlessly, ‘But we must go on, until we 
reach the hills ° His voice sank and became that of a sleep- 
talker ‘Until we reach the hills The rabbit that goes back 
through the gap will run his head into trouble That running 
~ not wise That running ~ not safe Running - not — He 
trembled violently, kiched once or twice and became quiet 

In the hollow below, Bigwig seemed to be drawing to a 
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close ‘And now, you bunch of mole-snouted, muck-raking, 
hutch-hearted sheep-ticks, get out of my sight sharp. Other- 
wise PI ~ He became inaudible again. 

Hazel looked once more at the faint linc of the hills. Then, 
as Fiver stirred and muttered beside him, he pushed him 
gently with one fore-paw and nuzzled his shoulder. 

Fiver started ‘What was I saying, Hazel?’ he asked ‘I’m 
afraid I can’t remember I meant to tell you ~ 

‘Never mind,’ answered Hazel. ‘We’ll go down now. It’s 


time we were getting them on again If you have any more 
queer feelings like that, keep close to me PI look after you. 


11. Hard Going 


Then Sir Beaumains. rode all that ever he might ride through 
marshes and fields and great dales, that many times he plunged 
over the head ın deep mires, for he knew not the way, but took the 
gainest way in that woodness . And at the last him happened to 
come to a fair green way 

Malory Le Morte d’ Arthur 


When Hazel and Fiver reached the floo 
found Blackberry waiting for them, crouching on the peat 
and nibbling at a few b 


rown stalks of sedge-grass 
‘Hullo, said Hazel ‘What’s happened? Where are the 
others?’ 


‘Over there, answered Blackberry ‘There’s been a fear- 
ful row Bigwig told Hawkbit and Speedwell that he’d 
scratch them to pieces if they didn’t obey him And when 
Hawkbit said he wanted to know who was Chief Rabbit, 


Bigwig bit him It seems a nasty business Who zs Chief 
Rabbit, anyway — you or Bigwig?’ : 

‘I don’t know,? answered Hazel, ‘but Bigwig’s certainly 
the strongest There was no need to go biting Hawkbit: he 
couldn’t have gone back if he’d tried He and his friends 
would have seen that if they’d been allowed to talk for a bit. 


r of the hollow they 


N 
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Now Bigwig’s put their backs up, and they'll think they’ve 
got to go on because he makes them I want them to go on 
because they can see 1t’s the only thing to do There are too 
few of us for giving orders and biting people Frith in a fog! 
Isn’t there enough trouble and danger already?’ 

‘They went over to the far end of the pit Bigwig and Silver 
were talking with Buckthorn under an overhanging broom 
Near-by, Pipkin and Dandelion were pretending to feed on a 
patch of scrub Some way away, Acorn was making a great 
business of licking Hawkbit’s throat, while Speedwell 
watched 

‘Keep still ıf you can, poor old chap,’ said Acorn, who 
obviously wanted to be overheard ‘Just let me clean the 
blood out Steady, now!’ Hawkbit winced ın an exaggerated 
manner and backed away As Hazel came up, all the rabbits 
turned and stared at him expectantly 

‘Look, said Hazel, ‘I know there’s been some trouble, 
but the best thing will be to try to forget ıt This ıs a bad 
place, but we’ll soon get out of 1t ? 

‘Do you really think we will?’ asked Dandelion 

“If you’ll follow me now,’ replied Hazel desperately, ‘I'll 
have you out of ıt by sunrise ’ 

‘IFI don’t,’ he thought, ‘they’ll very lukely tear me to bits 
and much good may ıt do them ° 

For the second tıme he made his way out of the pit, and 
the others followed The weary, frightening journey began 
again, broken only by alarms Once a white owl swept 
silently overhead, so low that Hazel saw 1ts dark eyes looking 
into his own But either it was not hunting or he was too big 
to tackle, for it disappeared over the heather, and although 
he waited motionless for some tıme, ıt did not return Once 
Dandelion struck the smell ofa stoat and they all joined him, 
Whispering and sniffing over the ground But the scent was 
old and after a tıme they went on again In this low under- 
growth their disorganized progress and uneven, differing 
thythms of movement delayed them still more than in the 
wood There were continual stampings of alarm, pausing, 
freezing to the spot at the sound of movement real or 
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imagined. It was so dark that Hazel seldom knew for certain 
whether he was leading or whether Bigwig or Silver might 
not be ahead. Once, hearing an unaccountable noise in 
front of him, which ceased on the instant, he kept still for a 
long time, and when at last he moved cautiously forward. 
found Silver crouching behind a tussock of cock’s-foot for 
fear of the sound of his own approach. All was confusion. 
ignorance, clambering and exhaustion Throughout the bad 
dream of the night’s journcy, Pipkin seemed to be always 
close beside him Though each of the others vanished and 
reappeared like fragments floating round a pool, Pipkin 
never left him, and his need for encouragement became at 
last Hazel’s only support against his own weariness. 

‘Not far now, Hlao-roo, not far now,’ he kept muttering, 
until he realized that what he said had become meaningless, 
a mere refrain He was not speaking to Pipkin o1 even to 
himself He was talking in his slecp, or something very near 
it 

At last he saw the first of the dawn, hke light faintly per- 
ceived round a corner at the far end of an unknown burrow, 
and in the same moment a yellow-hammer sang. Hazel’s 
feelings were like those which might pass through the mind 
of a defeated general. Where were his followers exactly? He 
hoped, not far away But were they? All of them? Where 
had he led them? What was he going to do now? What ifan 
enemy appeared at this moment? He had answers to none 
of these questions and no spirit left to force himself to think 
about them Behind him, Pipkin shivered in the damp and 
he turned and nuzzled him; much as the general, with 
nothing left to do, might fall to considering the welfare of 


a servant, simply because the servant happened to be 
there 


The light grew stronger and soon he could see that a little 
way ahead there was an open track of bare gravel He 


limped out of the heather, sat on the stones and shook the 


wet from his fur. He could see Fiver’s hills plainly now, 
greenish- 


grey and seeming close ın the rain-laden air He 
could even pick out the dots of furze bushes and stunted yew 
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trees on the steep slopes As he gazed at them, he heard an 
excited voice farther down the track 

*He’s done it! Didn’t I tell you he’d do 1t?’ 

Hazel turned his head and saw Blackberry on the path 
He was bedraggled and eahausted, but ıt was he who was 
speaking Out of the heather behind him came Acorn, 
Speedwell and Buckthorn All four :abbits were now staring 
straight at him He wondered why Then, as they ap- 
proached, he realized that they were Jooking not at him, but 
past him at something farther off He turned round The 
gravel track led downhill into a narrow belt of silver birch 
and rowan Beyond was a thin hedge, and beyond that, a 
green field between two copses They had reached the other 
side of the common 

‘Oh, Hazel,’ said Blachberry, coming up to him round a 
puddle in the gravel ‘I was so tired and confused, I actually 
began to wonder whether you knew where you were going 
I could hear you im the heather, saying “Not far now” and 
it was annoying me I thought you were making it up I 
should have known bette: Frithrah, you’re what I call a 
Chief Rabbit!’ A 

‘Well done, Hazel-rah!’ said Buckthorn ‘Well done!’ 

Hazel did not now what to reply He looked at them in 
silence and ıt was Acorn who spoke next 

‘Come on!’ he said ‘Who’s going to be first into that 
field? I can still run’ He was off, slowly enough, down the 
slope, but when Hazel stamped for him to stop he did so at 
once 

‘Where are the others?’ said Hazel ‘Dandchon? 
Bigwig p 

At that moment Dandelion appeared out of the heather 
and sat on the path, looking at the ficld He was followed 
first by Hawhbit and then by Fiver Hazel was watching 

Wer as he took in the sight of the field, when Buchthorn 

drew his attention back to the foot of the slope 

Look, Hazel-rah,’ he said, ‘Silver and Bigwig are down 
there They're w aiting for us’ 

Silver’s hght-grey fur showed up plunly against a low 
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spray of gorse, but Hazel could not see Bigwig until he sat 
up and ran towards them. 

‘Is everybody here, Hazel?’ he asked. 

‘Of course they are,’ answered Blackberry. ‘I tell you, 
he’s what I call a Chief Rabbit. Hazel-rah, shall we ~ 

‘Hazel-rah?’ interrupted Bigwig. ‘ Chief Rabbit? Frith in a 
wasps’ nest! The day I call you Chief Rabbit, Hazel, that'll 
be the day, that will! [ll stop fighting that day.’ 

It did indeed prove a momentous day - and a momentous 
speech as well. but it lay in a future that none could foresee, 
and for the moment all that poor Hazel could do was to turn 
aside with the disappointed feeling that after all, his part in 
the crossing of the heather had not really been a very 
important one 


‘Come on, then, Acorn,’ he said ‘You want to run ~ PI 
run with you’ 

A few moments later they were under the silver birches 
and as the sun rose, striking flashes of red and green from 
the drops on ferns and twigs, they scrambled through the 


hedge, across a shallow ditch and into the thick grass of the 
meadow 


12. The Stranger in the Field 


Nevertheless, even in a crowded warren, visitors in the form of 
young rabbits seeking desirable dry quarters may be tolerated .. 
and 1f powerful enough they may obtain and hold a place 


R M Lockley The Private Life of the Rabbit 
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uneapectedly, he finds that his fault has been overlooked or 
forgiven and at once the world reappears ın brilliant colours, 
full of dehghtful prospects Here 1s a soldier who was wait- 
ing, with a heavy heart, to suffer and die ın battle But 
suddenly the luch has changed There 1s news! The war 1s 
over and everyone bursts out singing! He will go home after 
ali! The sparrows ın the ploughland were crouching in 
terror of the kestrel But she has gone, and they fly pell-mell 
up the hedgerow, frishing, chattering and perching where 
they will The bitter winter had all the country im its grip 
The hares on the down, stupid and torpid with cold, were 
resigned to sinking further and further into the freezing 
heart of snow and silence But now - who would have 
dreamt ıt? ~ the thaw 1s trickling, the great tit 1s ringing his 
bell from the top ofa bare lime tree, the earth 1s scented, and 
the hares bound and skip in the warm wind Hopelessness 
and reluctance are blown away hhe a fog and the dumb 
solitude where they crept, a place desolate as a crack in the 
ground, opens hke a rose and stretches to the hills and the 
shy 
The tured rabbits fed and bashed in the sunny meadow as 
though they had come no further than from the bank at the 
edge of the near-by copse The heather and the stumbling 
darkness were forgotten as though the sunrise had melted 
them Bigwig and Hawkbit chased each other through the 
long grass Speedwell jumped over the little brook that ran 
down the middle of the field and when Acorn tried to follow 
him and fell short, Silver johed with him as he scrambled out 
and rolled him in a patch of dead oak leaves until he was 
dry As the sun rose higher, shortenmg the shadows and 
drawing the dew from the grass, most of the rabbits came 
wandering bach to the sun-fleched shade among the cow- 
parsley along the edge of the ditch Here, Hazel and Fiver 
were sittmg with Dandelion under a flowermg wild cheiry 
The white petals spun down around them, covering the 
grass and speckling their fur, while thirty feet above a 
thrush sang ‘Cherry dew; cherry dew Knee deep, knee 
deep, knee deep’ 
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"Well, the i the pher all nele, Fats a, Too! 
Dandi hon hah, ‘Teuppe ey Ca betes ou 
along the benls coon. althoueh | 
parucular hurry. Buat P crotenaudes a 
before much loner’ 

Tiver loohed ac though he were obout Gaede ot, bar chen 
shook his cars and turned to nibbling ata dondefien 

“That looks a gond benl, alone the eden of phe tee up 
theres answered Hi zl het dosom soy, Liver? Sholi wr 
go up there now or shell we ww. dt a bit ponme?! 

Fiver heutated and then rephed, ‘Jit ss you hint, 
Hazel ’ 

“Well, theacs no need to do any e peur qaeetiner ye ule 152 


said Bigwig ‘That sort of tiog’ allright for dew, but not 
for us’ 
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‘Stll, wed better make onc or two seip s, don't you 

think? said Hazel. ‘Something to pive us du lierata pinch. 
Let’s go up to the copse and look round. We might ps well 
take our time and mahe quite sure where we'd Bhe to have 
them. We don’t want to have to do the wor) tv ce" 
‘Yes, that’s the style,’ said Bagwig ‘And s lule you're 
doing that. PH take Silver and Buchthorn here and have a 
run down the ficlds beyond, just to get the he of the land 
and make sure there isn’t anything dangerous,’ 

The three explorers sct off beside the brook, while Hazel 
led the other rabbits across the ficld and up to the edge of the 
woodland They went slowly along the foot of the bank, 
pushing in and out of the clumps of red campion and ragged 


robin, From time to time one or another would begin to 
scrape in the gravelly bank, or venture a httle way in among 
the trees and nut-bushes to scu 


Me in the leaf-mould After 
they had been scar ching and moving on quietly for some 
tme, they reached a place from which they could sce that 
the field below them broadened out. Both on their own side 
ee oe the wood-edges curved outwards, away from 
re rook, They also noticed the roofs of a farm, but some 

stance off. Hazel stopped and they gathered round him. 
I don’t think it makes much difference where we do a bit 
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of scratching,’ he said ‘It’s all good, so far as I can see Not 
the slightest trace of ell ~ no scent or tracks or droppings 

That seems unusual, but it may be just that the home warren 
attracted more elil than other places Anyway, we ought to 
do well here Now I’ll tell you what seems the right thing 
to me Let’s go bach a little way, between the woods, and 
have a scratch near that oak tree there — just by that white 
patch of stitchwort I know the farm’s a long way off, but 
there’s ne point in being nearer to ıt than we need And if 
we're fairly close to the wood opposite, the trees wall help to 
break the wind a bit m winter ’ 

‘Splendid,’ said Blackberry ‘It’s going to cloud over, do 
you see? Rain before sunset and we’ll be in shelter Well, 
let’s make a start Oh, look! There’s Bigwig coming back 
along the bottom, and the other two with him’ 

The three rabbits were returning down the bank of the 
stream and had not yet seen Hazel and the others They 
passed below them, mto the narrower part of the field 
between the two copses, and 1t was not until Acorn had been 
sent half-way down the slope to attract their attention that 
they turned and came up to the ditch 

‘I don’t think there’s going to be much to trouble us here, 
Hazel,’ said Bigwig ‘The farm’s a good way away and the 
fields between don’t show any signs of elil at all There’s a 
man-track — ın fact, there are several — and they look as 
though they were used a good deal Scent’s fresh and there 
are the ends of those little white sticks that they burn ın their 
mouths But that’s all for the best, I reckon We keep away 
from the men and the men frighten the elil away ° 

“Why do the men come, do you suppose?’ asked Fiver 

‘Who knows why men do anything? They may drive 
cows or sheep in the fields, or cut wood ın the copses What 
i 1t matter? Pd rather dodge a man than a stoat or a 

ox? 

“Well, that’s fine,’ said Hazel ‘You’ve found out a lot, 
Bigwig, and all to the good We werejust going to make some 
Scrapes along the bank there We’d better start The rain 
won't be long now, 1f I know anything about it ° 


72 THE JOURNEY 


Buck rabbits on their own seldom or never go in for 
serious digging This is the natural job of a doe mahing a 
home for her litter before they are born, and then her buck 
helps her. All the same, solitary bucks - if they can find no 
existing holes to make usc of - will sometimes scratch out 
short tunnels for shelter, although it is not worl: that they 
tackle at all seriously. During the morning the digging 
proceeded in a light-hearted and intermittent way. The bank 
on cach side of the oak trec was barc and consisted ofa light, 
gravelly soul, There were several false starts and fresh choices, 
but by ni-Frith they had three scrapes of a sort Hazel, 
watching, lent help here and there and encouraged the 
others Every so often he slipped back to look out over the 
field and make sure that all was safe Only Fiver remained 
solitary. He took no part in the digging but squatted on the 
edge of the ditch, fidgeting backwards and forwards, some- 
times nibbling and then starting up suddenly as though he 
could hear some sound in the wood. After speaking to him 
once or twice and receiving no reply, Hazel thought ıt best 
to let him alone. The next time he left the digging he kept 
away from Fiver and sat looking at the bank, as though 
entirely concerned with the work. 


A httle while after ni-Frith the sky clouded over thickly 
The hght grew dull and they could smell rain approaching 
from the west The blue-nt that had been swinging on a 
bramble, singing ‘Hegh, ho, go-and-get-another-bit-of- 
moss,’ stopped his acrobatics and flew into the wood Hazel 
was just wondering whether it would be worth while starting 
a side-passage to link Bigwig’s hole to Dandelion’s, when he 
felt a stamp of warning from somewhere close by He turned 
quickly. It was Fiver who had stamped and he was now 
Staring intently across the field, 

Beside a tussock of grass a little way outside the opposite 
copse, a rabbit was sitting and gazing at them Its ears were 
erect and it was evidently giving them the full attention of 
sight, smell and hearing Hazel rose on his hind legs, paused, 
and then sat back on his haunches, in full view The other 
rabbit remained Motionless Hazel, never taking his eyes 
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off 1t, heard three or four of the others coming up behind 
him After a moment he said, 

‘Blackberry?’ 

‘He’s down the hole,’ replied Prphin 

‘Go and get him’ 

Stll the strange rabbit made no move The wind rose and 
the long grass began to flutter and ripple in the dip between 
them From behind, Blachberry said, 

“You wanted me, Hazel?’ 

‘I’m gomg over to speak to that rabbit,’ said Hazel ‘I 
want you to come with me’ 

‘Can I come?’ asked Piphin 

‘No, Hlao-roo We don’t want to frighten him Three’s 
too many ° 

‘Be careful,’ said Buchthorn, as Hazel and Blackberry set 
off down the slope ‘He may not be the only one’ 

At several points the brook was narrow — not much wider 
ee arabbit-run They jumped ıt and went up the opposite 
slope 

‘Just behave as if we were back at home,’ said Hazel ‘I 

don’t see how it can be a trap and anyway we can always 
Tun 

As they approached, the other rabbit kept still and 
watched them intently They could see now that he was a 
big fellow, sleek and handsome His fur shone and his claws 
and teeth were in perfect condition Nevertheless, he did not 
Seem aggressive On the contrary, there was a curious, rather 
unnatural gentleness about the way ın which he waited for 
them to come nearer They stopped and looked at him from 
a little distance 

“I don’t think he’s dangerous,’ whispered Blackberry ‘TI 
&0 up to him first if you like’ 

“We'll both go,’ rephed Hazel But at this moment the 
other rabbit came towards them of his own accord He and 
Hazel touched their noses together, sniffing and questioning 
silently The stranger had an unusual smell, but ıt was 
Certainly not unpleasant It gave Hazel an umpression of 
good feeding, of health and ofa certain indolence, as though 
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the other came from some rich, prosperous country where 
he himself had never been. He had the air of an aristocrat 
and as he turned to gaze at Blackberry from his gicat, brown 
eyes, Hazel began to sce himself as a ragged wanderer, 
leader of a gang of vagabonds. He had not meant to be a 
fast to speak, but something in the other’s silence compelle 
him. 


‘Weve come over the heather,’ he said. 

The other rabbit made no reply, but his look was not that 
of an Cnemy. His demeanour had a kind of melancholy 
which was perplexing. 

“Do you hve here>? asked Hazcl, after a pause. 

‘Yes,’ rephed the other rabbit; and then added, ‘We saw 
you come.’ 

“We mean to live here too,’ said Hazel firmly. 

he other rabbit showed no concern He paused and then 
answered, ‘ hy not? We supposed you would But I don’t 
think there are enough of you, are there, to live very 
comfortably on your own?’ 

Hazel felt puzzled Apparently the Stranger was not 
worried by the news that they meant to stay. How big was 

is warren? Where was it? How many rabbits were con- 
cealed in the copse and watching them now? Were they 
likely to be attacked? The Sstranger’s manner told nothing. 
He seemed detached, almost bored, but perfectly friendly. 
Fis lassitude, his great size and beautiful, well-groomed 
air of having all he wanted and 


rectly candid and plain. 
. : f us to protect Ourselves,’ he said. 
We don t want to make enemies, but if we meet with any 
kind of interference — 


The other interrupted smoothly. ‘Don’t get upset ~ you’re 
all very welcome, Jf you're going back now, Ill come over 
with you: that is, unless you have any objection? 


THE STRANGER IN THE FIELD 75 


He set off down the slope Hazel and Blackberry, after 
looking at each other for a moment, caught him up and 
went beside him He moved easily, without haste and showed 
less caution than they an crossing the field Hazel felt more 
mystified than ever The other rabbit evidently had no fear 
that they might set upon him, hrair to one, and kill him He 
was ready to go alone among a crowd of suspicious strangers, 
but what he stood to gain from this risk ıt was umpossible to 
guess Perhaps, thought Hazel wryly, teeth and claws would 
make no impression on that great, firm body and shining 
pelt 

When they reached the ditch, all the other rabbits were 

squatting together, watching their approach Hazel stopped 
in front of them but did not know what to say If the 
Stranger had not been there, he would have given them an 
account of what had happened If Blackberry and he had 
driven the stranger across the field by force, he could have 
handed him over for safe-keeping to Bigwig or Silver But to 
have him sitting beside him, looking his followers over in 
silence and courteously waiting for someone else to speak 
first - this was a situation beyond Hazel’s experience It was 
Bigwig, straightforward and blunt as always, who broke the 
tension 

“Who 1s this, Hazel?’ he said ‘Why has he come back 
with you?’ 

“I don’t know,’ answered Hazel, trying to look frank and 
feelmg foolish ‘He came of his own accord ’ 

“Well, we'd better ask jum, then,’ said Bigwig, with some- 
thing lihe a sneer He came close to the stranger and sniffed, 
as Hazel had done He, too, was evidently affected by the 
Pecuhar smell of prosperity, for he paused as though in 
uncertainty Then, with a rough, abrupt air, he said, ‘Who 
are you and what do you want?’ 

“My name 1s Cowslip,’ said the other ‘I don’t want any- 
thing I hear you’ve come a long way’ 

“Perhaps we have,” said Bigwig ‘We know how to defend 
Ourselves, too’ 


‘I’m sure you do,’ said Cowshp, looking round at the 
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mudstained, bedraggled rabbits with an air of being T 
polite to comment ‘But ıt can be hard to defend o 
against the weather. There’s going to be rain and I ge 
think your scrapes are finished.’ He looked at Bigwig, : 
though waiting for him to ask another question. P 
seemed confused. Cleaily, he could make no more of i 
situation than Hazel. There was silence except for the soun 
of the rising wind. Above them, the branches of the oak t a 
were beginning to creak and sway. Suddenly, Fiver cam 
forward. 

“We don’t understand you,’ he said ‘It’s best to say $0 
and try to get things clear. Can we trust you? Arc ae 
many other rabbits here? Those are the things we want 
know.’ 

Cowslip showed no more concern at Fiver’s tense manner 
than he had at anything that had gone before. He drew 4 
fore-paw down the back of one ear and then replied, i 

‘I think you’re puzzling yourselves unnecessarily. But 1 
you want the answers to your questions, then I’d say ae 
you can trust us: we don’t want to drive you away. An 
there 1s a warren here, but not as big a one as we should bike. 
Why should we want to hurt you? There’s plenty of grass, 
surely?’ 


In sprte of his strange, clouded manner, he spoke sO 
reasonably that Hazel felt rather ashamed. 
‘We’ve been through a lot of danger, he said. Every- 


thing new seems like danger to us. After all, you might be 
afraid that we were co 


ming to take your does or turn you 
out of your holes,’ 


Cowslip listened gravely Then he answered, 
‘Well, as to the holes, that was something I thought I 
might mention These scra 


pes aren’t very deep or comfort- 
able, are they? And although they’re facing out of the wind 
now, you ought to know that this isn’t the usual wind we get 
here It’s blowing up this rain from the south We usually 
have a west wind and itll go straight into these holes There 
are plenty of empty burrows in our warren and if you want 


to come across you'll be welcome. And now if you’ll excuse 
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me, I won’t stay any longer I hate the rain The warren 1s 
round the corner of the wood opposite ’ 

He ran down the slope and over the brook They watched 
him leap the bank of the further copse and disappear 
through the green brachen The first scatters of ram were 
beginning to fall, pattering into the oak leaves and pricking 
the bare, pinh skin inside then ears 

“Fine, big fellow, isn’t he?’ said Buckthorn ‘He doesn’t 
looh as though he had much to bother about, living 
here’ 

‘What should we do, Hazel, do you think?’ asked Silver 
‘It’s true what he said, isn’t 1t? These scrapes ~ well, we 
can crouch in them out of the weather, but no more than 
that And as we can’t all get into one, we shall have to spht 
up’ 

“We'll join them together,’ said Hazel, ‘and while we’re 
doing that I’d hike to talh about what he said Fiver, Bigwig 
and Blackberry, can you come with me? The rest of you 
spht how you hke ’ 

The new hole was short, narrow and rough There was no 
room for two rabbits to pass Four were like beans in a pod 
For the first time, Hazel began to realize how much they 
had left behind The holes and tunnels of an old warren 
become smooth, reassuring and comfortable with use There 
are no snags or rough corners Every length smells of rabbits 
~ of that great, indestructible flood of Rabbitry ın which 

each one is carried along, sure-footed and safe The heavy 
work has all been done by countless great-grandmothers 
and their mates All the faults have been put right and 
everything in use 1s of proved value The rain drains easily 
and even the wind of mid-winter cannot penetrate the 
deeper burrows Not one of Hazel’s rabbits had ever played 
any part in real digging The work they had done that 
morning was trifling and all they had to show for it was 
rough shelter and little comfort 

There 1s nothing hke bad weather to reveal the short- 

comings of a dwelling, particularly 1f it is too small You are, 
as they say, stuck with it and have leisure to feel all its 
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peculiar irritations and discomforts. Bigwig, with lus usual 
brisk energy, set to work Hazcl, however, returned and sat 
pensive at the lip of the hole, looking out at the silent, 
rippling veils of rain that drifted across and across the little 
valley between the two copses Closer, before his nose, 
every blade of grass, every bracken frond was bent, diipping 
and glistening. The smell of last year’s oak leaves filled the 
air. It had turned chilly. Across the field the bloom of the 
cherry tree, under which they had sat that morning, hung 
sodden and spoiled While Hazel gazcd, the wind slowly 
veered round into the west, as Cowslip had said it would, 
and brought the rain driving into the mouth of the hole. He 
backed down and rejoined the others. The pattering and 
whispering of the rain sounded softly but distinctly outside. 
The fields and woods were shut in under it, emptied and 
subdued The insect life of the leaves and grass was stilled. 
The thrush should have been singing, but Hazel could hear 
no thrush He and his companions were a muddy handful of 
scratchers, crouching in a narrow, draughty pit in lonely 
country. They were not out of the weather. They were 
waiting, uncomfortably, for the weather to change. 
‘Blackberry,’ said Hazel, ‘what did you think of our 
visitor and how would you like to go to his warren?’ 
“Well; replied Blackberry, ‘what I think is this There’s 
no way of findmg out whether he’s to be trusted except to 
try it. He seemed friendly. But then, if a lot of rabbits were 
afraid of some newcomers and wanted to deceive them - 
get them down a hole and attack them — they’d start — 
wouldn't they? — by sending someone who was plausible. 
They might want to kill us. But then again, as he said, there’s 
plenty of grass and as for turning them out or taking their 
does, 1f they’re all up to his size and weight they’ve nothing 
to fear from a crowd hike us. They must have seen us come. 
We were tired Surely that was the time to attack us? Or 
while we were separated, before we began digging? But 
bees hues a they’re more likely to be friendly than 


me e’s only one thing beats me What do they 
Stand to get from asking us to join their warren?’ 
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‘Fools attract cll by being easy prey,’ said Bigwig, clean- 
ing the mud out of his whishers and blowing through his 
long front teeth ‘And we're fools until we’ve learnt to hve 
here Safer to teach us, perhaps I don’t know — give 1t up 
But I’m not afraid to go and find out If they do try any 
tricks, they'll find I know a few as well I wouldn’t mind 
taking a chance, to sleep somewhere more comfortable than 
this We haven’t slept since yesterday afternoon ° 

‘Fiver?’ 

‘I think we ought to have nothing to do with that rabbit 
or his warren We ought to leave this place at once But 
what’s the good of talking?’ 

Cold and damp, Hazel felt ımpatıent He had always been 
accustomed to rely on Fiver and now, when he really 
needed him, he was letting them down Blachberry’s 
reasoning had been first-rate and Bigwig had at Ieast shown 
which way any sound-hearted rabbit would be likely to 
lean Apparently the only contribution Fiver could make 
was this bectle-spirited vapouring He tried to remember 

that Fiver was under-sized and that they had had an anxious 
tme and were all weary At this moment the soil at the far 
end of the burrow began to crumble mwards then 1t fell 
away and Silver’s head and front paws appeared 

“Here we are,’ said Silver cheerfully ‘We’ve done what 
you wanted, Hazel and Buckthorn’s through next door 
But what I’d like to know 1s, how about What’s-His-Name ? 

Owpat - no ~ Cowslip? Are we going to his warren or not? 
Surely we're not going to sit cowering in this place because 
Mere frightened to go and see him Whatever will he think 
Of us ?? ` 

‘TPU tell you,’ said Dandelion, from over his shoulder ‘If 
he’s not honest, he’ll know we’re afraid to come and if he 
ts, hell thnk we’re suspicious, cowardly skulkers If we’re 
So1ng to live in these fields, we'll have to get on terms with 
his lot sooner or later, and ıt goes against the grain to hang 

about and admit we daren’t visit them ° 

: ‘I don’t know how many of them there are,’ said Silver, 

but we're quite a crowd Anyhow, I hate the idea of just 
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keeping away. How long have rabbits been elil? Old ie 
slip wasn’t afraid to come into the middle of us, was he! , 
‘Very well,’ said Hazel. ‘That’s how I feel myself. I jus 
wanted to know whether you did. Would you like DiE 
and me to go over there first, by ourselves, and report back 
‘No; said Silver. ‘Let’s all go. If we’re going at all, for 
Frith’s sake let’s do it as though we weren’t afraid. What do 
you say, Dandehon?’ 
‘I think you’re right.’ F 
‘Then well go now, said Hazel. “Get the others an 
follow me? , 
Outside, in the thickening hght of the late afternoon, with 
the rain trickling into his eyes and under his scut, he watched 
them as they jomed him. Blackberry, alert and intelligent, 
looking first up and then down the ditch before he crossed 1t. 
Bigwig, cheerful at the prospect of action. The steady, 
reliable Silver, Dandelion, the dashing story-teller, so eager 
to be off that he jumped the ditch and ran a httle way into 
the field before stopping to wait for the rest, Buckthorn, 
perhaps the most sensible and staunch of them all. Pipkin, 
who looked round for Hazel and then came over to wait be- 
side him. Acorn, Hawkbit and Speedwell, decent enough 
rank-and-filers as long as they were not pushed beyond their 
limits Last of all came Fiver, dejected and reluctant as a 
sparrow in the frost. As Hazel turned from the hole, the 
clouds in the west broke shghtly and there was a sudden 
dazzle of watery, pale-gold light. 


‘O El-ahrairah!’? thought Hazel. “These are rabbits we're 
Boing to meet. You know them as 
1t be the right thing that P’ 


“Now, brace up, Fiver!” 


-bee crawled over a thistle-bloom, 
r a few seconds and then flew away 
down the field. Haze] foll 


: owed, leaving a dark track behind 
m Over the silvered grass, 
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In the afternoon they came unto a land 

In which ıt seemed always afternoon 

All round the coast the languid air did swoon, 
Breathing like one that hath a weary dream 


Tennyson The Lotus-Eaters 


The corner of the opposite wood turned out to be an acute 
point Beyond ıt, the ditch and trees curved back again in a 
re-entrant, so that the field formed a bay with a bank run- 
ning all the way round It was evident now why Cowslip, 
when he left them, had gone among the trees He had simply 
run in a direct line from their holes to his own, passing on 
his way through the narrow strip of woodland that lay 
between Indeed;as Hazel turned the point and stopped to 
look about him, he could see the place where Cowslip must 
have come out A clear rabbit-track led from the bracken, 
under the fence and mto the field In the bank on the 
further side of the bay the rabbit-holes were plain to sce 
showmg dark and distinct ın the bare ground It was as 
conspicuous a warren as could well be unagined 

‘Sky above us!’ said Bigwig ‘Every living creature for 
miles must know that’s there! Look at all the tracks m the 
grass, too! Do you think they sing in the morning, hke the 
thrushes ?? 

“Perhaps they’re too secure to bother about concealing 
themselves,’ said Blackberry ‘After all, the home warren 
was fairly plain to be seen ° 

“Yes, but not lhe that! A couple of hrududil could go 
down some of those holes ° 

‘So could I,’ said Dandelion ‘I’m getting dreadfully wet ° 

As they approached, a big rabbit appeared over the edge 
of the ditch, looked at them quichly and vanished into the 
bank A few moments later two others came out and waited 
for them They, too, were slech and unusually large 
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‘A rabbit called Cowslip offered us shelter here,’ said 
Hazel ‘Perhaps you know that he came to see us?’ 

Both rabbits together made a curious, dancing movement 
of the head and front paws Apart from sniffing, as Hazel 
and Cowslip had done when they met, formal gestures - 
except between mating rabbits - were unknown to Hazel 
and his companions They felt mystified and slightly 1ll-at- 
ease The dancers paused, evidently waiting for some 
acknowledgement or reciprocal gesture, but there was none. 

‘Cowslip 1s in the great burrow,’ said one of them at 
length. ‘Would you hke to follow us there?’ 

“How many of us?’ asked Hazel. 

“Why, all of you,’ answered the other, surprised, ‘You 
don’t want to stay out ın the ram, do you?’ i 

Hazel had supposed that he and one or two of his com- 
rades would be taken to see the Chief Rabbit — who would 
probably not be Cowslip, since Cowslip had come to see 


them unattended ~ in his burrow, after which they would 
all be given different places to go t 


o It was this separation 
of which he had been afraid. He now realized with astonish- 


ment that there was apparently a part of the warren under- > 
ground which was big enough to contain them all together. 
He felt so curious to visit ıt that he did not stop to make any 
detailed arrangements about the order in which they should 
go down. However, he put Pipkin immediately behind him. 
‘It'll warm his httle heart for once,’ he thought, ‘and if the 
leaders do get attacked, I suppose we can spare him easier 
than some.’ Bigwig he asked to bring up the rear. ‘If there’s 
any trouble, get out of it,’ he said, ‘and take as many as you 
can with you ° Then he followed their guides into one of the 
holes in the bank 

The run wa 


s broad, smooth and dry It was obviously a 
highway, for t 


tor the other runs branched off it in all directions 
The rabbits m front went fast and Hazel had little time to 
sniff about as he followed Suddenly he checked. He had 
ean into an open place His whiskers could feel no earth in 
‘ont and none was near his sides There was a good deal of 
wr ahead of him — he could feel it moving — and there was a 
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considerable space above his head Also, theie were several 
rabbits near him It had not occurred to him that there 
would be a place underground where he would be eaposed 
on three sides He backed quickly and felt Prpkin at his tail 
“What a fool I was!’ he thought ‘Why didn’t I put Silver 
there?’ At this moment he heard Cowslip speaking He 
jumped, for he could tell that he was some way away The 
size of the place must be immense 

“Is that you, Hazel?’ said Cowshp ‘You're welcome, and 
so are your friends We’re glad you’ve come’ 

No human beings, except the courageous and experienced 
blind, are able to sense much in a strange place where they 
cannot see, but with rabbits ıt 1s otherwise They spend half 
their hves underground in darkness or near-darkness and 
touch, smell and hearing convey as much or more to them 
than sight Hazel now had the clearest knowledge of where 
he was He would have recognized the place if he had left at 
once and come bach six months later He was at one end of 
the largest burrow he had ever been in , sandy, warm and 
dry, with a hard, bare floor There were several tree-roots 
Tunning across the roof and it was these that supported the 
unusual span There was a great number of rabbits in the 
Place - many more than he was bringing All had the same 
rich, opulent smell as Cowslip 

Cowshp himself was at the other end of the hall and Hazel 
reahzed that he was waiting for him to reply His own com- 
Panions were still coming out of the entrance burrow one by 
One and there was a good deal of scrabbling and shuffling 
He wondered if he ought to be very formal Whether or not 
he could call himself a Chief Rabbit, he had no experience 
ot this sort of thing The Threarah would no doubt have 
nsen to the occasion perfectly He did not want to appear at 
a loss or to Jet his followers down He decided that it would 
be best to be plain and friendly After all, there would be 
plenty of time, as they settled down ın the warren, to show 
these strangers that they were as good as themselves, without 
nsking trouble by putting on ars at the start 

“We're glad to be out of the bad weather,’ he said ‘We're 
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hke all rabbits - happiest in a crowd. When you came over 
to see us in the field, Cowslip, you said your warren w asnit 
large, but judging by the holes we saw along the bank, 1t 
must be what we'd reckon a finc, big one.’ 

As he finished he sensed that Bigwig had just entered the 
hall, and knew that they were all together again. The 
stranger rabbits seemed slightly disconcerted by his httle 
speech and he felt that for some reason or other he had not 
struck the right note ın complimenting them on ther 
numbers Perhaps there were not very many of them after 
all? Had there been disease? There was no smell or sign of 
it These were the biggest and healthiest rabbits he had ever 
met Perhaps their fidgeting and silence had nothing to do 
with what he had said? Perhaps ıt was simply that he had 


not spoken very well, bemg new to it, and they felt that he 


was not up to their fine ways? ‘Never mind,’ he thought. 
‘After last night I’ 


m sure of my own lot. We wouldn’t be 
here at all if we weren’t handy in a pinch. These other 
fellows will just have to get to know us They don’t seem to 
dislike us, anyway ’ 

There were no more speeches Rabbits have their own 
conventions and formahties, but these are few and short by 
human standards If Hazel had been a human being he 
would have been expected to introduce his companions one 
by one and no doubt each would have been taken ın charge 
as a guest by one of their hosts In the great burrow, how- 


ever, things happened differently. The rabbits mingled 
naturally Th 


“ura ey did not talk for talking’s sake, in the 
artificial manner that human begs ~ and sometimes even 


their dogs and cats -do But this did not mean that they 
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To a greater extent than a human ın a simular gathering each 
rabbit, as he pursued his own fragment, was sensitive to the 
trend of the whole After a time, all knew that the concourse 
was not going to turn sour or break up ın a fight Just as a 
battle begins in a state of equilibrium between the two sides, 
which gradually alters one way or the other, until ıt 1s clear 
that the balance has tilted so far that the issue can no longer 
be m doubt - so this gathering of rabbits in the dark, be- 
ginning with hesitant approaches, silences, pauses, move- 
ments, crouchings side-by-side and all manner of tentative 
appraisals, slowly moved, lhe a hemisphere of the world 
into.summer, to a warmer, brighter region of mutual hking 
and approval, until all felt sure that they had nothing to 
fear Pipkin, some way away from Hazel, crouched at his 
ease between two huge rabbits who could have broken his 
back ın a second, while Buckthorn and Cowshp started a 
playful scuffle, nipping each other lke kittens and then 
breaking off to comb their ears ın a comical pretence of 
sudden gravity. Only Fiver sat alone and apart He seemed 
either ill or very much depressed, and the strangers avoided 
him instinctively 
The knowledge that the gathering was safely round the 
corner came to Hazel in the form of a recollection of Silver’s 
head and paws breaking through gravel At once he felt 
warm and relaxed He had already crossed the whole length 
of the hall and was pressed close to two rabbits, a buch and 
doe, each of whom was fully as large as Cowshp When both 
together took a few slow hops down one of the runs near-by, 
Hazel followed and httle by httle they all three moved out 
of the hall They came to a smaller burrow, deeper under- 
8tound Evidently this belonged to the couple, for they 
settled down as though at home and made no objection 
when Hazel did the same Here, while the mood of the great 
hall slowly passed from them, all three were silent for a time 
Is Cowshp the Chief Rabbit?’ ashed Hazel at length 
ae other replied with a question ‘Are you called Chief 
abbit?? 


Hazel found this awkward to answer If he replied that he 
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was, his new friends might address him so for the future, pee 
he could imagine what Bigwig and Silver would have to say 
about that As usual, he fell back on plain honesty. 

‘We're only a few,” he said ‘We left our warren in a an 
to escape from bad things. Most stayed behind and the C A 
Rabbit was one of them. I’ve been trying to lead my frien ‘ 
but I don’t know whether they’d care to hear me calle 

hief Rabbit ’ 
j ‘Tharll make him ask a few questions,’ he oe 
““Why did you leave? Why didn’t the rest come? ve 
were you afraid of?” And whatever am I going to say! 

When the other rabbit spoke, however, it was clear tha 
either he had no interest in what Hazel had said, or else he 
had some other reason for not questioning him re 

‘We don’t call anyone Chief Rabbit,’ he said ‘It se 
Cowslip’s idea to go and see you this afternoon, so he wast 
one who went.’ — J 

‘But who decides what to do about ell? And digging an 
sending out scouting parties and so on?’ 

‘Oh, we never do anything like that. Elil keep away from 
here, There was a homba last winter, but the man who comes 
through the fields, he shot ıt with his gun.’ 

Hazel stared ‘But men won’t shoot a homba ° 

“Well, he killed this one, anyway He kills owls too. We 
never need to dig No one’s dug in my lifetrme. A lot of the 
burrows are lying empty, you know: rats live m one part, 


but the man kills them as well, when he can We don’t need 
expeditions. There’s better food here than anywhere else. 
Your friends will b 


e happy hving here’ 

But he himself did not sound particularly happy and 
Once again Hazel felt oddly perplexed. ‘Where does the 
man > he began But he was interrupted 


‘I’m called Strawberry. This is my doe, Nildro-hain * 
Some of the best empt 


y burrows are quite close I’il show 
YOu, mn case your friends want to settle into them The great 
Place, don’t you think? I’m sure there 


*“ Song of the Blackbird ° 


. 
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together underground The roof’s all tree-roots, you know, 
and of course the tree outside heeps the ram from coming 
through It’s a wonder the tree’s alive, but it 1s” 

Hazel suspected that Strawberry’s talking had the real 
purpose of preventing his own questions He was partly 
uritated and partly mystified 

‘Never mind,’ he thought ‘If we all get as big as these 
chaps we shall do pretty well There must be some good food 
round here somewhere His doe’s a beautiful creature, too 
Perhaps there are some more lke her ın the warren’ 

Stiawberry moved out of the burrow and Hazel followed 
him into another run, leading deeper down below the wood 
It was certainly a warren to admire Sometimes, when they 
crossed a run that led upwards to a hole, he could hear the 
rain outside, still falling ın the mght But although ıt had 
now been raining for several hours, there was not the least 
damp or cold either ın the deep runs or in the many burrows 
that they passed Both the dramage and the ventilation were 
better than he had been accustomed to Here and there 
other rabbits were on the move Once they came upon 

Acorn, who was evidently being taken on a tour of the same 
hind ‘Very friendly, aren’t they?’ he said to Hazel as they 
passed one another ‘I never dreamt we’d reach a place hike 
this You’ve got wonderful judgement, Hazel’ Strawberry 
wanted politely for him to finish speaking and Hazel could 
not help feeling pleased that he must have heard 
At last, after sharting carefully round some openings from 
which there was a distinct smell of rats, they halted in a kind 
of pit A steep tunnel led up into the ar Rabbit-runs tend to 
be bow-shaped, but this was straight, so that above them, 
through the mouth of the hole, Hazel could see leaves 
against the mght shy He realized that one wall of the pit 
Was convex and made of some hard substance He sniffed at 
it uncertamly 


¢ 

oT Don’t you know what those are?’ said Strawberry 
hey’re bricks, the stones that men make their houses and 
arns out of There used to be a well here long ago, but it’s 


ed up now ~ the men don’t use it any more That’s the 
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Guter side of the well-shaft. And this carth-wall ee : 
completely flat because of some man-thing fixed behin 
in the ground, but I’m not sure what’ , 

T Ta something stuck on it,’ said Hazel Why, they're 
stones, pushed into the surface! But what for? 

“Do you lke 1n?’ asked Strawberry 

Hazel puzzled over the stones They were all the ser 
size, and pushed at regular intervals into the soil He co 
make nothing of them, 

“What are they for?’ he asked again 


“It’s El-ahrairah,’ said Strawberry. ‘A rabbit ae 
Laburnum did 1t, some time ago now. We have others, u 
this is the best Worth a visit, don’t you think? 

Hazel was more at a loss than ever. He had nevel seen i 
laburnum and was puzzled by the name, which ın rap : 
‘Poison-tree’, How could a rabbit be called Poison? oe 
how could stones be El-ahrairah? What, exactly, was it tha 


Strawberry was saying was El-ahrairah? In confusion he 
said, ‘I don’t understand,” 


‘It’s what we call a Shape,’ explamed Strawberry 


“Haven’t you seen one before? The stones make the shape of 
El-ahrairah o 


n the wall Stealing the King’s lettuce You 
know?’ 


Hazel had not felt so much bewildered since Blackberry 
had talked about t 


he raft beside the Enborne. Obviously, 
the stones could 


not possibly be anything to do with El- 
ahrairah It seemed 


’ said Strawberry ‘You might damage st 
and that wouldn’t do Never mind We’ll come again some 


“But where are ~ Hazel was be 
once more interrupted him : 

‘I expect you'll be hungry now. I know Tam It’s going 
on raining all night, Im certam of that, but we can feed 
underground here, you know And then you can sleep in the 
great burrow, or in my place if you prefer We can go back 


ginning, when Strawberry 


erai 
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more quickly than we came There’s a run that goes almost 
Straight Actually, ıt passes across ~ 

He chatted on relentlessly, as they made their way back 
It suddenly occurred to Hazel that these desperate nter- 
ruptions seemed to follow any question beginning ‘Where?’ 
He thought he would put this to the proof After a while 
Strawberry ended by saying, ‘We’re nearly at the great 
burrow now, but we’re coming ın by a different way’ ` 

‘And where ~ said Hazel Instantly Strawberry turned 
into a side run and called, ‘Kingcup? Are you coming down 
to the great burrow?’ There was silence ‘That’s odd!’ said 
Strawberry, returning and once more leading the way 
“He’s generally there about this tıme I often call for him, 
you know’ 

Hazel, hanging back, made a quick search with nose and 
whiskers The threshold of the burrow was covered with a 
day-old fall of soft soil from the roof above Strawberry’s 


prints had marked ıt plamly and there were no others 
whatsoever 


14, ‘Like Tiees in November’ 


Courts and camps are the only places to learn the world 
in Take the tone of the company that you are in 


The Earl of Chesterfield Letters to his Son 


The great burrow was less crowded than when they had left 
1t Nildro-hain was the first rabbit they met She was among 
a group of three or four fine does who were talking quietly 
together and seemed to be feeding as well There was a 
smell of green-stuff Evidently some hind of food was avail- 
able underground, hke the Threarah’s lettuce Hazel 
Stopped to speak to Nildro-ham She ashed whether he had 
Sone as far as the well-pit and the Ll-ahrairah of Laburnum 
“Yes, we did,’ sard Hazel ‘It’s something quite strange to 


go THE JOURNEY 


me, Pm afraid But I’d rather admire you and your friends 
than stones on a wall? 

As he said this, he noticed that Cowslip had joined them 
and that Strawberry was talking to him quietly. He caught 
the words ~ ‘Never been near a Shape’ — and a moment 
later Cowslip rephed, ‘Well, 1 males no difference from our 
point of view ’ ; 

Hazel suddenly felt tired and depressed, He heard Black- 


berry behind Cowshp’s sleek, heavy shoulder and went 
across to him 


“Come out into 
else who'll come.’ 


At that moment Cowship turned to him and said, ‘You'll 


3 
be glad of something to eat now T'I show you what we’ve 
got down here.’ 


“One or two of us are just going to silflay,’* said Hazel 

‘Oh, it’s stil] raining much too hard for that,’ said wae 
slip, as though there could be no two ways about it. ‘We’l 
feed you here.’ 

‘I should be Sorry to quarrel over it, said Hazel fir mly, 
“but some of us need to siflay We're used to it, and rain 
doesn’t bother ug 


seemed taken aback for a moment Then he 


the grass,’ he said quictly. ‘Bring anyone 


> but his eerie laughter continued 

turned and scuttled up the nearest 

“un as though he had been a ferret Flalfway up they met 

Pipkin, who was smal] enough first to let them pass and then 
hem 

€ rain was stil] falling stead: 

for May, cold They all thr 


*Go above Sound to feed, 


y The night was dark and 
ee hunched themselves in the 
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grass and nibbled, while the rain 1an off therr fur m streams 

“My goodness, Hazel,’ said Blachberry, ‘did you really 
want to silflay ? This 1s terrible! I was Just going to eat what- 
ever it is they have and then go to sleep What’s the idea ?? 

‘I don’t know,’ replied Hazel ‘I suddenly felt I had to get 
out and I wanted your company I can see what’s troubling 
Fiver, though he’ll get over it, I daresay There zs something 
strange about these rabbits Do you know they push stones 
into the wall?’ 

‘They do what?’ 

Hazel explained Blackberry was as much at a loss as he 
had been himself ‘But T'I tell you another thing,’ he said 
“Bigwig wasn’t so far wrong They do sing hike the birds I 
Was in a burrow belonging to a rabbit called Betony His 
doe has a litter and she was mahing a noise over them rather 
like a robin in autumn To send them to sleep, she said It 
made me feel queer, I can tell you’ 

‘And what do you think of them, Hlao-roo®? asked Hazel 

‘They're very nice and kind,’ answered Pipkin, ‘but T'I 
tell you how they strike me They all seem terribly sad I 
can’t think why, when they’re so big and strong and have 
this beautiful warren But they put me ın mind of trees ın 
November I expect I’m being silly though, Hazel You 
brought us here and I’m sure it must be a fine, safe place ° 

‘No, you’re not being sully I hadn’t reahzed 1t, but you're 
hea right They all seem to have something on their 
Minds ° 

‘But after all? said Blackberry, ‘we don’t know why 
they’re so few They don’t fill the warren, anything like 
oe they’ve had some sort of trouble that’s left them 


‘We don’t know because they don’t tell us But if we're 
Sang to stay here we've got to learn to get on with them 

€ can’t fight them they’re too big And we don’t want 
them fighting us? 

“I don’t beleve they can fight, Hazel,’ said Pipkin. ‘Al. 
though they’re so big, they don’t seem like fighters to me 
Not hike Bigwig and Silver ° 
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. [3 

‘You notice a lot, don’t you, Hlao-roo?’ said Hazel. = 
you notice it’s raming harder than ever? I’ve got ae 
grass in my stomach for a bit We'll go down again now, 
let’s keep to ourselves for a while.’ tenia 

‘Why not sleep?’ said Blackberry. ‘It’s over a night a 

now and I’m dropping.’ 

aie returned ae different hole and soon oss 
dry, empty burrow, where they curled up together a 
slept in the warmth of their own tired bodics. 7 

When Hazel woke he perceived at once that it was mor : 
ing ~ some time after sunrise, by the smell of 1t. The a r 
apple blossom was plain enough. Then he picked a : 
famter smells of buttercups and horses. Mingled with t a) 
came another. Although ıt made him uneasy, he could no 
tell for some moments what it was. A dangerous smell, an 
unpleasant smell, a totally unnatural smell ~ quite ee 
outside. a smoke smell — something was burning. Then he 
remembered how Bigwig, after his reconnaissance on the 
previous day, had spoken of the little white sticks in the 
grass That was it. A man had been walking over ar 
ground outside. That must have been what had awakene 
him, 

Hazel lay in the warm, dark burrow with a delightful 


sense of security He could smell the man The man could 
not smell him All the man could smell was the nasty smoke 
he was making He fell to thi 


nking of the shape in the well- 
pit, and then dropped into a drowsy half-dream, in which 
El-ahrairah said that it was all a trick of his to disguise 
himself as Poison-tree and put the stones in the wall, to 
engage Strawberry’s atte 


ntion while he himself was getting 
acquainted with Nildro-hain. 

Pipkin stirred and turned in his 
lay narn, mail? 
touched to thi 
rolled over on 


sleep, murmuring, Sayn 
(‘Is groundsel nice, mother?’) and Hazel, 
nk that he must be dreaming of old days, 


his side to give him room to settle again. At 
that moment, however, 
dow 


he heard a rabbit approaching 
n some run close by Whoever it was, he was calling ~ 
~- and stamping as well, Hazel noticed -n an unnatural way. 
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The sound, as Blachberry had said, was not unlike bird-song 
As he came closer, Hazel could distinguish the word 

‘Flayrah! Flayrah!? 

The voice was Strawberry’s Pipkin and Blackberry were 
wahing, more at the stamping than the voice, which was 
thin and novel, not striking through their sleep to any deep 
instinct Hazel sipped out of the burrow into the run and at 
once came upon Strawberry busily thumping a hind leg on 
the hard earth floor 

‘My mother used to say, “If you were a horse the ceiling 
would fall down”, said Hazel ‘Why do you stamp under- 
ground?’ 

‘To wake everyone, answered Strawberry ‘The ram 
went on nearly all night, you know We generally sleep right 
through the carly morning if it’s rough weather But it’s 
turned fine now’ 

“Why actually wake everybody, though?’ 

“Well, the man’s gone by and Cowslip and I thought the 
flayrah ought not to he about for long If we don’t go and 
get it the rats and rooks come and I don’t lihe fighting rats I 
expect it’s all in a day’s work to an adventurous lot like you ’ 

‘I don’t understand ’ 

“Well, come along with me I’m just going back along this 
run for Nildro-ham We haven’t got a litter at present, you 
See, so shell come out with the rest of us’ 

Other rabbits were making their way along the run and 
Strawberry spoke to several of them, more than once 
remarking that he would enjoy taking their new friends 
across the field Hazel began to realize that he hked Straw- 
berry On the previous day he had been too tired and 
bewildered to size him up But now that he had had a good 
sleep, he could see that Strawberry was really a harmless, 

decent sort of fellow He was touchingly devoted to the 
beautiful Nildro-hain, and he evidently had moods of 
Saety and a great capacity for enjoyment As they came up 
into the May morning he hopped over the ditch and skipped 
into the long grass as blithe as a squirrel He seemed quite 
to have lost the preoccupied arr that had troubled Hazel the 
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night before. Hazel himself paused in the mouth of the ee 
as he always had behind the bramble curtain at home, a 
oked out across the valley. 
: The sun, risen behind the copse, threw long shadows ate 
the trees south-westwards across the field. The wet ate 
glittered and near-by a nut-tree sparkled iridescent, wi i 
ing and gleammg as its branches moved in the light sabes 
The brook was swollen and Hazel’s cars could distinguis 
the deeper, smoother sound, changed since the day panels 
Between the copse and the brook, the slope was covere 
with pale llac lady’s smocks, each standing separately in 
the grass, a frail sialk of bloom above a spread of oe 
leaves The breeze dropped and the little valley lay eet 
pletely still, held in long beams of hght and enclosed o 
either side by the lines of the woods Upon this clear sie 
like feathers on the surface of a pool, fell the calling of a 
cuckoo, sedi AP 
“It’s quite safe, Hazel,’ said Cowslip behind him in 
hole ‘I know you’re used to taking a good look round when 
you silflay, but here we generally go straight out ° 


Hazel did not mean to alter his ways or take instructions 
from Cowslip Ho 


off his front Paws step by step, like a 
cat 
‘T hope your friends have been looking after you as well as 
these fellows have looked a 


and I really feel at hom 


warren, Pd 
along to fee 


“What is this business about going to feed, do you know?’ 
asked Hazel, 
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‘Haven’t they told you? Apparently there’s flayrah to be 
had down the fields Most of them go every day’ 

(Rabbits usually eat grass, as everyone knows But more 
appetizing food, e g lettuce or carrots, for which they will 
make an expedition or rob a garden, 1s flayrah ) 

*Flayrah? But isn’t ıt rather late ın the morning to raid a 
garden?’ said Hazel, glancing at the distant roofs of the 
farm behind the trees 

‘No, no,’ said one of the warren rabbits, who had over- 
heard him ‘The flayrah’s left ın the field, usually near the 
place where the brook rises We either eat it there or bring 
it back ~ or both But we’ll have to bring some bach today 
The rain was so bad last night that no one went out and we 
ate almost everything in the warren ° 

The brook ran through the hedgerow, and there was a 
cattle-wade ın the gap After the rain the edges were a 
swamp, with water standing in every hoof-print The 
rabbits gave them a wide berth and came through by another 
gap farther up, close to the gnarled trunk of an old crab- 
apple tree Beyond, surrounding a thicket of rushes, stood 
an enclosure of posts and rails half as high as a man Inside 
it, the king-cups bloomed and the brooh whelmed up from 

its source 

On the pasture near-by Hazel could see scattered, russet- 

and-orange-coloured fragments, some with feathery, light- 
green foliage showing up against the darker grass They 
gave off a pungent, horsey smell, as if freshly cut It 
attracted him He began to salivate and stopped to pass 
hraka Cowshp, coming up near-by, turned towards him 
with his unnatural smile But now Hazel, in hus eagerness, 
pad no attention Powerfully drawn, he ran out of the 
hedgerow towards the scattered ground He came to one of 
the fragments, sniffed ıt and tasted ıt It was carrot 
Hazel had eaten various roots in hus hfe, but only once 
before had he tasted carrot, when a cart-horse had spilt a 
nose-bag near the home warren These were old carrots, 
some half-eaten already by mice or fly But to the rabbits 


they were redolent with luxury, a feast to drive all other 
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feelings out of mind. Hazel sat nibbling and biting, the ie 
full taste of the cultivated roots filling him with a wave o 
pleasure. He hopped about the grass, gnawing one oc 
after another, eating the green tops along with the slices. iT 
one interrupted him. There scemed to be plenty for s 
From time to time, instinctively, he looked up and sniffe 
the wind, but his caution was half-hearted. ‘If chl come, ipi 
them,’ he thought. ‘T’I] fight the lot I couldn’t run, Any” 
way. What a country! What a warren! No wonder a n 
all as big as hares and smell like princes!” ‘Hullo, Pip A 
Fill yourself up to the ears! No more shivering on the ban 
of streams for you, old chap!’ oer 

‘He won’t know how to shiver in a week or two, He 
Hawkhit, with his mouth full ‘I feel so much better for this 
Pd follow you anywhere, Hazel I wasn’t myself in P 
heather that night It’s bad when you know you can’t ge 
underground, I hope you understand.’ 


‘It’s all forgotten,’ answered Hazel. ‘I’d better ask Ai 
ship what we're supposed to do about taking some of this 
stuff back to the warren.’ 


He found Cowslip near the spring He had evidently 
finished feeding an 


d was washing his face with his front 
paws. 


‘Tm learning,’ he thought 
“Not always roots,’ replied Cowslip. ‘These are last yeer a 

ed I suppose the remains are bemg 
may be anything — roots, green stuff, old 
apples: it all depends Sometimes there’s nothing at all, 
especially in good summer weather But in hard weather, 
in winter, there’s nearly always something. Big roots, 
usually, or kale, or sometimes corn. We eat that too, you 

ow. 


‘Food’s no Problem, then The w 
full of rabbits I suppose ~ 


“Tf you really have finished,’ interrupted Cowslip, ‘— and 
there Sno hurry; do take your time — you could try carrying. 
Us easy with these roots — easier than anything except 


hole place ought to be 
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lettuce You simply bite on one, take ıt back to the warren 
and put it in the great burrow I generally take two at a time, 
but then I’ve had a lot of practice Rabbits don’t usually 
carry food, I know, but you'll learn It’s useful to have a-~ 
store The does need some for their young when they’re 
getting bigger, and it’s particularly convenient for all of us 
m bad weather Come back with me and PII help if you 
find the carrying difficult at first ’ 

It took Hazel some trouble to learn to grip half a carrot 
m his mouth and carry ıt, uke a dog, across the field and back 
to the warren He had to put it down several times But 
Cowslip was encouraging and he was determined to keep up 
his position as the resourceful leader of the newcomers At 
his suggestion they both waited at the mouth of one of the 
larger holes to see how his companions were shaping They 
all seemed to be making an effort and domg their best, 
although the smaller rabbits — especially Pipkin — clearly 
found the task an awkward one 

‘Cheer up, Pipkin,’ said Hazel ‘Think how much you'll 
enjoy eating ıt tomght Anyway, I’m sure Fiver must find ıt 
as hard as you he’s just as small ° 
îi ‘T don't know where he 1s,’ said Pipkin ‘Have you seen 

im ?? 

Now that Hazel thought about ıt, he had not He became 
a little anxious, and, as he returned across the field with 
Cowslip, did his best to explain something of Fiver’s peculiar 
temperament ‘I do hope he’s all right,’ he said ‘I think 
Perhaps PIL go and look for him when we've carried this 
next lot Have you any idea where he might be?’ 

He waited for Cowshp to reply but he was disappointed 

ter a few moments Cowshp said, ‘Look, do you see those 
Jackdaws hanging round the carrots? They’ve been a 
Nuisance for several days now I must get someone to try to 
keep them off until we've finished carrying But they’re 
really too big for a rabbit to tackle Now sparrows —’ 

‘What’s that got to do with Tiver?’ ashed Hazel sharply 


: i fact,’ said Cowshp, brealung into a run, ‘PI go my- 
e > 
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But he did not engage the jackdaws and Hazel saw hi 
pick up another carrot and start back with it. Annoyed, ! 
joined Buckthorn and Dandelion and the three of the 
returned together. As they came up to the warren bark } 
suddenly caught sight of Fiver. He was sitting half-conceale 
under the low spread of a yew tree on the edge of the cops 
some way from the holes of the warren. Putting down h 
carrot, Hazel ran across, scrambled up the bank and joine 

im on the bare ground under the low, close boughs, Five 

said nothing and continued to stare over the field. 

“Aren’t you coming to learn to carry, Fiver?’ asked Haze 
at length. ‘It’s not too difficult once you get the hang of it. 

‘PH have nothing to do with it,’ answered Fiver in a lov 
voice. ‘Dogs — you're like dogs carrying sticks,’ , 

‘Fiver! Are you trying to make me angry? I’m not gomg 
to get angry because you call me stupid names. But your 
letting the others do all the work.’ 

‘Pm the one who ought to get angry,’ said Fiver. ‘But 

; » that’s the trouble. Why should they 

listen to me? Half of them think I’m mad. You’re tu blame, 
now I’m not and stil] ycu won't listen. 
this warren any better even now? Well, 


you're wrong Everyone makes mistakes sometimes. 
Why shouldnt you make a mista 


out th man, whoever he is, puts the roots 

cpr oTe because he bas a kind heart? What’s he up to? 
S5 Just throwing away rubbish. How many rabbits 
al off men’s rubbish heaps? Shot 


had pl f . , 
ut he hasn’t done ito Penty Of chances this morning 


d 1 R 
ver seemed to grow even smaller as he flattened himself 
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on the hard earth ‘I’m a fool to try to argue,’ he said 
miserably ‘Hazel - dear old Hazel — 1t’s simply that I know 
there’s something unnatural and evil twisted all round this 
place I don’t know what it 1s, so no wonder I can’t talk 
about it I keep getting near it, though You know how you 
poke your nose against wire netting and push it up against 
an apple tree, but you still can’t bite the bark because of 
the wire I’m close to this — whatever it 1s — but I can’t grip 
it If I sit here alone I may reach ıt yet’ 

‘Fiver, why not do as I say? Have a meal on those roots 
and then go underground and sleep You'll feel all the 
better for ıt ° 

‘I tell you T’Il have nothing to do with the place,’ said 
Tiver ‘As for gomg underground, I’d rather go back over 
the heather The roof of that hall 1s made of bones ’ 

‘No, no — tree roots But after all, you were underground 
all mght ’ 

“I wasn’t,’ said Fiver 

“What? Where were you then?’ 

“Here ’ 

“All night?” 

“Yes A yew tree gives good shelter, you know’ 

Hazel was now seriously worried If Fiver’s horrors had 
kept hım above ground all night in the rain, oblivious of cold 
and prowling elil, then clearly ıt was not going to be easy to 
talk him out of them He was silent for some tme At last he 
said, “What a shame! I still think you’d do better to come 
and jom us But PII let you alone now and come and see 

now you're feeling later Don’t go eating the yew tree 
either ° : 

Fiver made no reply and Hazel went bach to the field 
5 The day was certainly not one to encourage foreboding 
i Yy m-Frıth st was so hot that the lower part of the field was 
SN oe air was heavy with thick, herbal smells, as 
mance ie seer late June, a water-mint and 

tenes d o y i bowenng, ier off scent from ther 
n ic. a there an early meadow-sweet stood in 
-chaff was busy all morning, high ina silver 
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birch near the abandoned holes across the dip; and from 
deep in the copse, somewhere by the disused well, came the 
beautiful song of the blackcap By early afternoon there was 
a stillness of heat, and a herd of cows from the higher fields 
slowly grazed their way down into the shade. Only a few of 
the rabbits remained above ground. Almost all were asleep 
in the burrows. But still Fiver sat alone under the yew tree. 

In the early evening Hazel sought out Bigwig and to- 
gether they ventured into the copse behind the warren. At 
first they moved cautiously, but before long they grew 


confident at finding no trace of any creature larger than 4 
mouse 


‘“There’s nothing to smell,’ said Bigwig, ‘and no tracks. I 


think Cowslip’s told us no more than the truth. There really 
arent any elil here. Different from that wood where we 
crossed the river I don’t mind telling you, Hazel, I was 
scared stiff that night, but I wasn’t going to show it.’ 

‘So was I,” answered Hazel ‘But I agree with you about 
this place It seems completely clear. If we ~ 

‘This ıs odd, though, interrupted Bigwig. He was in a 
clump of brambles, in the middle of which was a rabbit-hole 
that led up from one of the warren passages below. The 
Sround was soft and damp, with old leaves thick in the 
mould. Where Bigwig had stopped there were signs of 
commotion €s had been thrown up in 
sh n the brambles and a few flat, 
in open ground beyond the 
ntre the earth had been laid bare and was 


thing 1s there’s no smell,’ said Bigwig. 
w only rabbit, and that's everywhere, of course And 
: vat S everywhere too But that smell might very well 


ha z . a 

T todowithit All it tells us 1s that a man walked 
a mn Si the wood and threw a white stick down. It wasn’t 
“man that tore up this ground ’” 
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drives them underground they still feel gregarious. ee 
noticed that almost all his companions seemed ie a 
become friendly with the warren rabbits. Also, he foun st 
whenever he moved into one group or another, the T he 
rabbits evidently knew who he was and treated him as i 
leader of the newcomers. He could not find ER of 
after a time Cowslip came up to him from the other en 
the hall 
‘Tm glad you're here, Hazel,’ he said. ‘ Some of our a ae 
suggesting a story from somebody. We're hoping one i 7 T 
people would lıke to tell one, but we can begin ourselves, 
ou’d prefer.’ , 
; There is a rabbit saying, ‘In the warren, more stories eae 
passages’ , and a rabbit can no more refuse to tellastoryt - 
an Irıshman can refuse to fight Hazel and his friends on : 
ferred After a short time Blackberry announced, ‘We ue 
asked Hazel to tell you about our adventures" how We ma 
our journey here and had the good luck to join you b 
There was an uncomfortable silence, broken only y 
shuffling and whispering Blackberry, dismayed, turne 
back to Hazel and Bigwig. pk 1 
‘What’s the matter?’ he asked in a low voice. ‘Surely 
there’s no harm in that?’ R 
‘Wait, rephed Hazel quietly. ‘Let them tell us if they 
don’t like it. 


They have their own ways here,’ 


However, the silence continued for some time, as though 
the other rabbits did not care 


to mention what they thought 
was wrong, 

“It’s no good,’ said Blackberry at last “You'll have to eee 
something yourself; Hazel No, why should you? TI do it. 
He spoke up again. “On second thoughts, Hazel remembers 
that we have a good story-teller among us. Dandelion will 


airah. That can’t go wrong, any- 
way,” he whispered 
“Which one, though?’ said Dandelion, 
Hazel remembered the stones by the well-pit. ‘The 
King’s L 


ettuce,’ he answered. “They think a lot of that, I 
believe, 
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Dandclion took up his cue with the same plucky readiness 
that he had shown in the wood ‘PH tell the story of the 
King’s Lettuce,’ he said aloud 

‘We shall enjoy that,’ replied Cowslip immediately 

‘He'd better,’ muttered Bigwig 

Dandehon began 


15 The Story of the King’s Lettuce 


Don Alfonso ‘Eccovi ıl medico, signore belle * 
Ferrando and Gughelmo ‘Despina in maschera, che triste pelle!’ 


Lorenzo da Ponte Cos: fan Tutte 


“They say that there was a time when El-ahrairah and his 
ollowers lost all their luck Their enemies drove them out 
and they were forced to live down m the marshes of Kelfazin 
Now where the marshes of Kelfazin may be I do not know, 
but at the time when El-ahrairah and hus followers were 
hving there, of all the dreary places in the world they were 
the dreariest There was no food but coarse grass and even 
the grass was mixed with bitter rushes and docks The 
ground was too wet for digging the water stood in any hole 
that was made But all the other animals had grown so 
Suspicious of El-ahrairah and his tricks that they would not 
ct him out of that wretched country and every day Prince 
ambow used to come walking through the marshes to 
make sure that El-ahrairah was still there Prince Rambow 
had the power of the sky and the power of the hills and Frith 
had told hım to order the world as he thought best 
“One day, when Prince Rambow was coming through the 
marshes, El-ahrairah went up to him and said, “Prince 
Rainbow, my people are cold and cannot get underground 
because of the wet Their food 1s so dull and poor that they 
will be ill when the bad weather comes Why do you keep 
us here against our will? We do no harm ” 


~ 
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° ee 
* “Elahrairah,” replied Prince Rainbow, “all 
animals know that you are a thiefand a trickster. D a eis 
tricks have caught up with you and you have to mee ‘ 
until you can persuade us that you will be an honest 3 amI 
* “Then we shall never get out,” said El-ahraira aie 
would be ashamed to tell my people to stop living on 


. f 
wits Will you let us out if T can swim across a lake full o. 
pike?” 


‘“No,” said Prince Rainbow, “for I have heard of that 
trick of yours, El-ahrairah, and I know how it 1S Se - 

“Will you let us go if I can steal the lettuces from 
Darzin’s garden?” asked El-ahrairah, ena 

‘Now King Darzın ruled over the biggest and ric a 
the animal cities ın the world at that time. His soldiers en 
very fierce and his lettuce garden was surrounded by ae fi 
ditch and guarded by a thousand sentries day and nig I 
was near his palace, on the edge of the city where a 
followers lived, So wh 

» Prince Rainbow laughed and said, m 
*“You can try, El-ahrairah, and if you succeed I wi 


multiply your People everywhere and no one will be able to 
keep them out of a ve 


getable garden from now till the ae i 
the world But what will really happen 1s that you wil h 
lulled by the soldiers and the world will be rid of a smooth, 
Plausible rascal ” 


* “Very well,” said El-ahrairah, “We shall see.” 
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be ready and then I mean to hold a great feast for all my 
people But I have heard that that scoundrel El-ahrairah 
means to come and steal them if he can You are to double 
the guards and all the gardeners and weeders are to be 
examined every day Not onc leaf ıs to go out of the garden 
until ether I or my chief taster gives the order ” 

“The captain of the guard did as he was told That night 

E]-ahrairah came out of the marshes of Kelfazin and went 
secretly up to the great ditch With him was his trusty 
Captain of Owsla, Rabscuttle They squatted in the bushes 
and watched the doubled guards patrolling up and down 
When the morning came they saw all the gardeners and 
weeders coming up to the wall and every one was looked at 
by three guards One was new and had come instead of his 
uncle who was ul, but the guards would not let him in 
because they did not know him by sight and they nearly 
threw hım into the ditch before they would even Jet hım go 
home El-ahrairah and Rabscuttle came away in perplexity 
and that day, when Prince Rainbow came walking through 
the marshes, he said, “Well, well, Prince with the Thousand 
Enemues, where are the lettuces?” 

“Iam having them delivered,” answered El-ahrairah 
“There will be rather too many to carry ” Then he and 
Rabscuttle went secretly down one of their few holes where 
there was no water, put a sentry outside and thought and 
talked for a day and a mght 

‘On the top of the hill near King Darzin’s palace there 
was a garden and here his many children and his chef 
followers’ children used to be taken to play by their mothers 
and nursemaids There was no wall round the garden It 
was guarded only when the children were there at night 
it was empty, because there was nothing to steal and no one 
tobe hunted The next night Rabscuttle, who had been told 

Y El-ahrairah what he had to do, went to the garden and 

Ug a scrape He hid ın the scrape all night, and the next 
Morning, when the children were brought to play, he slipped 
Out and jomed them There were so many children that each 
One of the mothers and nursemaids thought that he must 


stopped him and asked which was his mother, but the King’s 


son said, “You let him alone. He’s my friend,” and Rab- 
Scuttle went ın with all the other. 

uttle got inside the King’s oe 
he scurried off and went into one of the dark burrows; e 
here he hid all day. Butin the evening he came out and made 


in the Store-rooms and Rabscuttle iid there in the dark And 
he did all he could to make the food bad, except what he ate 
himself. 


br ought into the stores, 
5 ing. “We will have two or three 
tonight » 
£ 


more lettuces þut he got no better. In 
fact he gat wors 

suter five days Rabscuttle slipped out again with the 
Shuildren and came ba 
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white tail and made Rabscuttle nibble bis fur short and 
Stain 1t with mud and blackberries Then he covered hım- 
self all over with trailing strands of goose-grass and big 
burdocks and he even found ways to alter his smell At last 
even his own wives could not recognize hum, and El- 
ahrairah told Rabscuttle to follow some way behind and 
off he went to King Darzin’s palace But Rabscuttle waited 
outside, on the top of the hill 

“When he got to the palace, El-ahi arah demanded to see 
the captain of the guard “You are to take me to the King,” 
he said “Prince Rainbow has sent me He has heard that 
the King ıs ill and he has sent for me, from the distant land 
beyond Kelfazin, to find the cause of his sickness Be quick! 
I am not accustomed to be hept waiting ” 

* “How do I know this is true?” asked the captain of the 
guard 

f “Tt as all one to me,” rephed El-ahrairah “What is the 
sichness of a little king to the chief physician of the land 
beyond the golden river of Frith? I will return and tell 
Prince Rainbow that the king’s guard were foolish and gave 
me such treatment as one might expect from a crowd of 
flea-bitten louts ” 

‘He turned and began to go away, but the captain of the 
guard became frightened and called him bach El-ahra:rah 
allowed himself to be persuaded and the soldiers took him 
to the hing 

“After five days of bad food and bad stomach, the king was 
not inclined to be suspicious of someone who said that Prince 
Rambow had sent him to mahe him better He begged Ll- 
ahrairah to examine him and promised to do all he said 

‘Tl-ahrairah made a great business of c\amining the hing 
He looked at his eyes and his ears and his teeth and his 
droppings and the ends of his claws and he inquired what 
he had been eating Then he demanded to sce the royal 
store-rooms and the lettuce-garden When he came back he 
looked very grave and said, ‘Grert hing, I know well what 
Sorry news it will be to you, but the cause of vour siehness 1s 
those very lettuces by which you set such store ” 
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* “The lettuces?” cried King Darzin. “ Impossible! They 
are all grown from good, healthy seed and guarded day and 
night ” 

“Alas! said El-ahrairah, “I know it well! But they 
have been infected by the dreaded Lousepedoodle, that flies 
in ever-decreasing circles through the Gunpat of the Cludge 
~ a deadly virus ~ dear me, yes! — isolated by the purple 
Avvago and maturing in the grey-green forests of the Okey 
Pokey. This, you understand, is to put the matter for you in 
simple terms, insofar as I can Medically speaking, there 
are certain complexities with which T will not weary 
you.” 

*“T cannot believe it,” said the king. 

“The simplest cou se,” said El-ahairah, “will be to 
Prove it to you But we need not make one of your subjects 

i out and take a prisoner ” 
‘The soldiers went out and the first creature they found 
was Rabscuttle, grazing on the hill-top. They dragged him 
through the gates and into the king’s presence. 

‘ “Ah, a rabbit,” sad El-ahrairah “Nasty creature! So 
sgusting rabbit, eat that lettuce!” 
“Rabscuttle did so and soon afterwards he began to moan 
and thrash about He lucked in convulsions and rolled his 
eyes He gnawed at the floor and frothed at the mouth. 

* “Fe 1s very ill,” said El-ahrairah “He must have got an 


served our Purpose Throw him out! 
Your Majesty,” went on El-ahra 
lettuces where they are, for they will sh 
seed. The infection will spread I know i 
but you must get nd of them,” 

‘At that moment, as luck would hav 


**Your Majesty,” he Cried, 
the marshes of Kelfazin The 
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Mayjesty’s garden and steal the royal lettuces May I have 


_ your Majesty’s order to take out the soldiers and destroy 


them?” 


‘“Aha!” said the king, “I have thought of a trick worth 
two of that ‘Particularly deadly to rabbits * Well! Well! 
Let them have all the lettuces they want In fact, you are to 
take a thousand down to the marshes of Kelfazm and leave 
them there Ho! Ho! What a joke! I feel all the better for 
itt ” 

‘“Ah, what deadly cunning!” said El-ahrairah “No 
wonder Your Majesty 1s ruler of a great people I believe 
you are already recovering As with many illnesses, the cure 
1s simple, once perceived No, no, I will accept no reward 
In any case, there 1s nothing here that would be thought of 
value ın the shining land beyond the golden river of Frith I 
have done as Prince Rambow required It ıs sufficient 
Perhaps you will be so good as to tell your guards to 
accompany me to the foot of the hill?’? He bowed, and left 
the palace 

‘Later that evening, as El-ahrairah was urging his rabbits 
to growl more fiercely and run up and down ın the marshes 
of Kelfazin, Prince Rainbow came over the river 

***El-ahrairah,” he called, “am I bewitched?” 

*“Tt is quite possible,” said El-ahrairah “The dreaded 
Lousepedoodle —” 

‘There are a thousand lettuces ın a pile at the top of the 
marsh Who put them there?” 

À * “I told you they were being delivered,” said El-ahrarrah 

“You could hardly expect my people, weak and hungry 
as they are, to carry them all the way from King Darzm’s 
garden However, they will soon recover now, under the 
treatment that I shall prescribe I am a physician, I may 
Say, and if you have not heard as much, Prince Rambow, 
you may take ıt that you soon will, from another quarter 

Rabscuttle, go out and collect the lettuces ” 

“Then Prince Rainbow saw that Ll-ahrairah had been as 
good as his word, and that he himself must heep his promise 

too He let the rabbits out of the marshes of Kelfazin and 
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they multiplied everywhere. And from that day to this, no 
power on earth can keep a rabbit out of a vegetable garden, 


for El-ahrairah prompts them with a thousand tricks, the 
best in the world.’ 


16. Silverweed 


He said, ‘Dance for me’ and he said, 
‘You are too beautiful for the wind 

To pick at, or the sun to burn’ He said, 
‘I’m a poor tattered thing, but not unkind 
To the sad dancer and the dancing dead’ 


Sidney Keyes Four Postures of Death 


“Well done,’ said Hazel, as Dandelion ended. 

‘He’s very good, isn’t he?’ said Silver. ‘We're lucky tO 
have him with us. It raises your spirits just to hear him ~ 

‘That’s put their ears flat for them,’ whispered Bigwis: 
‘Lets just see them find a story-teller to beat him.’ 

They were all ın no doubt that Dandelion had done them 
credit Ever since their arrival most of them had felt out © 
therr depth among these magnificent, well-fed strangers 
with their detached manners, their shapes on the wall, their 
elegance, their adroit evasion of almost all questions — above 
all, their fits of un-rabbit-like melancholy. Now, their ow? 
story-teller had shown that they were no mere bunch of 
tramps Certainly, no reasonable rabbit could withhold 
admiration They waited to be told as much, but after a few 
moments reahzed with surprise that thew hosts were 
evidently less enthusiastic. 


< < 7 i 
l Very nice,’ said Cowslip. He seemed to be searching as 
something more to say, 


but then repeated, ‘Yes, very mice 


Mant he must know it, surely?’ muttered Blackberry tO 


SILVERWEED III 


‘I always think these traditional stores retain a lot of 
charm,’ said another of the rabbits, ‘especially when they’re 
told in the real, old-fashioned spirit ’ 

“Yes,’ said Strawberry ‘Conviction, that’s what it needs 
You really have to belzeve ın El-ahrairah and Prince Rain- 
bow, don’t you? Then all the rest follows ° 

“Don’t say anything, Bigwig,’ whispered Hazel for Big- 
wig was scuffing his paws indignantly ‘You can’t force 
them to like ıt 1f they don’t Let’s wait and see what they can 
do themselves ’ Aloud, he said, ‘ Our stories haven’t changed 
m generations, you know After all, we haven’t changed 
ourselves Our lives have been the same as our fathers’ and 
their fathers’ before them Things are different here We 
realize that, and we think your new ideas and ways are very 

atng Were all wondering what kind of things you tell 
stories about ’ 

“Well, we don’t tell the old stories very much,’ said Cow- 
slip ‘Our stories and poems are mostly about our own hves 
here Of course, that Shape of Laburnum that you saw — 
that’s old-fashioned now El-ahrairah doesn’t really mean 
much to us Not that your friend’s story wasn’t very charm- 
ing,” he added hastily 

‘El-ahrairah is a tnichster,’ said Buckthorn, ‘and rabbits 
wall always need tricks ? 

‘No, said a new voice from the further end of the hall, 
beyond Cowslip ‘Rabbits need dignity and above all, the 
will to accept their fate ° 

“We think Silverweed 1s one of the best poets we’ve had for 
Many months,’ said Cowslip ‘Huis ideas have a great follow- 
ing Would you hhe to hear him now?’ 

“Yes, yes,’ said voices from all sides ‘Silverweed!’ 

‘Hazel; said Diver suddenly, ‘I want to get a clear idea of 
this Silverweed, but I daren’t go closer by myself Will you 
come with me?’ 

“Why, Liver, whatever do you mean? What ıs there to be 

afraid of ?? 
‘Oh, Frith help me” said Tiver, trembling, ‘I can smell 
him from here He terrifies me’ 
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i as 
“Oh, Fiver, don’t be absurd! He just smells the same 
the rest of them ° 


‘He smells like barley ramed down and left to rot in the 


fields. He smells like a wounded mole that can’t get under- 
ground * 


“He smells like a big, fat rabbit to me, with a lot of carrots 
inside But PIL come with you’ : 


When they had edged their way through the crowd to 
far end of the burrow, Hazel was surprised to realize tha 
Siulverweed was a mere youngster. In the Sandleford warren 
no rabbit of his age would have been asked to tell a met 
except perhaps to a few friends alone. He had a wi E 
desperate air and his ears twitched continually As he see 
to speak, he seemed to grow less and less aware 0 k 
audience and continually turned his head, as oe 
listening to some sound, audible only to himself, from ; 
entrance tunnel behind him But there was an a 
fascination in his voice, hke the movement of wind and lig 


` F : e 
on a meadow, and as its rhythm entered into his hearers th 
whole burrow became silent 


The wind is blowing, blowing over the grass. 

It shakes the willow catkins, the leaves shine silver. 
Where are you going, wind? Far, far away 

Over the hills, over the edge of the world. 

Take me with you, wind, high over the sky. 

I will go with you, I will be rabbit-of-the-wind, 
Into the sky, the feathery sky and the rabbit. 


The stream is running, running over the gravel, 
Through the brooklim 


e. the kingcups, the blue and gold 
of spring 
Where are you gong, stream? Far, far away 
Beyond the heather, sliding away all night 
Take me with you, stream, away in the starlight. 
I will go vath you, I will be rabbit-of-the-stream, 
Down through the water, the green water and the rabbit 
In autumn the leaves come blowing. yellow and brown. 
‘They rustle in the ditches, they tug and hang on the hedge. 


Where are you going, leaves? Far, far away 
Into the earth w 


c go, with the rain and the berries. 
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Take me, leaves, O take me on your dar? journey 
I wall go with you, I wll be rabbit-of-the-leay cs, 
In the deep places of the carth, the carth and the rabbit 


Frith hes in the evening sky The clouds are red bout him 
Tam here, Lord Frith, I am running through the long grass 
O take me with you, dropping behind the woods, 

Tar away, to the heart oflight, the silence 

Tor I am ready to give you my breath, my life, 

‘The shining circle of the sun, the sun ind the mbbit 
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Fiver was already beyond them and thrusting towards the 
farther entrance tunnel Hazel felt that he must follow him. 
But after all the trouble that he lumscelf had taken to be 
friendly, he felt so cross at the way in which Fiver had 
antagonized their new friends that as he passed Bigwig, he 
said, ‘Come and help me to get some sense into him The 
last thing we want 1s a fight now.’ He felt that Fiver really 
deserved a short touch of Bigwig. 

They followed Fiver up the run and overtook him at the 
entrance Before either of them could say a word, he turned 
and began to speak as though they had asked him a question 

“You felt it, then? And you want to know whether I did? 
Of course I did That’s the worst part of it There isn’t any 
trick He speaks the truth So long as he speaks the truth it 
can’t be folly ~ that’s what you’re going to say, isn’t 1t? I'm 
not blaming you, Hazel I felt myself moving towards him 


moment I drifted wide Who knows why? It wasn’t my own 
was just some little part of 
me that carried me wide of him. Did I say the roof of that 
’s like a great must of folly 

we shall never see to go by 
is » What will become of us? A 


desperate folly, Hazel ’ 
‘What on earth’s all this ?? said Hazel to Bigwig in per- 
plexity. 


“He’s talking about that lo 
there,’ answered Bigwig 
seems to think we should 


Fiver gazed back at him 


seemed larger than his head ‘You think that he said ‘You 
beheve that But each of 


mist Where is the —? you, ın his own way, 1s thick in that 


azel interrupted hım and as he did so Fiver started 


THE SHINING WIRE IIs 


‘Fiver, I won’t pretend that I didn’t follow you up here to 
speak angrily You’ve endangered our good start in this 
warren — 

‘Endangered?’ cried Fiver ‘Endangered? Why, the 
whole place ~ 

“Be quet I was going to be angry, but you’re obviously so 
much upset that it would be pointless But what you are gong 
to do now 1s to come underground with the two of us and 
sleep Come on! And don’t say any more for the moment ’ 

One respect in which rabbits’ lives are less complicated 
than those of humans 1s that they are not ashamed to use 
force Having no alternative, Fiver accompamed Hazel and 
Bigwig to the burrow where Hazel had spent the previous 
night There was no one there and they lay down and slept 
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When the green field comes off like a lid 

Revealing what was much better hid, 
Unpleasant, 

And look! Behind, without a sound 

The woods have come up and are standing round 
In deadly crescent 

And the bolt is sliding ın its groove, 

Outside the window 1s the black remover’s van, 

And now with sudden, swift emergence 

Come the women ın dark glasses, the hump backed surgeons 
And the scissor-man 


W H Auden The Witnesses 


It was cold, 1t was cold and the roof was made of bones The 
roof was made of the interlaced sprays of the yew tree, stiff 
twigs twisted in and out, over and under, hard as 1ce and set 
with dull-red berries ‘Come on, Hazel,’ said Cowslip 
“We're going to carry the yew berries home ın our mouths 
and eat them ın the great burrow Your friends must learn 
to do that if they want to go our way ’ ‘No! No!” cried Fiver, 
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‘Hazel, no!’ But then came Bigwig, twisting inand aa 
branches, his mouth full of berries. ‘Look!’ said S ie 
‘I can do it. Pm running another way Ask me W e 
Hazel! Ask me where! Ask me where!’ Then they pa 
running another way, running, not to the warren gee iy 
the fields ın the cold, and Bigwig dropped the berrie x 
blood-red drops, red droppings hard as wire. It s no good, 
he said ‘No good biting them. They’re cold. : 
Hazel woke. He was in the burrow. He shivered. Why wa 
there no warmth of rabbit bodies lying close together: 
Where was Fiver? He sat up. Near by, Bigwig was u 
and twitching ın his sleep, searching for warmth, aes be 
press against another rabbit’s body no longer there. 


shallow hollow ın the sandy floor where Fiver had Jain was 
not quite cold: but Fiver was gone. 


‘Fiver!’ said Hazel in the dark. 


As soon as he had spoken he knew there would be no reply. 
He pushed Bigwig with his nose, butting urgently. ‘Bigwig’ 
Fiver’s gone! Bigwig!’ 

Bigwig was wide awake on the instant and Hazel had 
never felt so glad of his sturdy readiness. 


“What did you say? What’s wrong?’ 
*Fiver’s gone’ 


“Where’s he gone?’ dn’t 

‘Sdf — outside It can only be silf You know he woulan 
go wandering about in the warren. He hates ıt ? 

‘He’s a nuisance, isn’t he? He’s left this burrow cold, = 
You think he’s ın danger, don t you? You want to 80 aE 
look for hım?’ sA 

‘Yes, I must He’s upset and over-wrought and 1t5 
not light yet There may be elil, whatever Strawberry 
says 


Bigwig listened and sniffed for a few moments. 

“It’s very nearly light,’ he said. ‘There'll be light enough 
to find hım by Well, I’d better come with you, I suppose: 
Don’t worry — he can’t have gone far. But by the King’s’ 
Lettuce! I won’t half give him a piece of my mind when we 
catch him’ 
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‘Plt hold him down while you hich him, if only we can 
find him Come on!’ 

They went up the run to the mouth of the hole and paused 
together ‘Since our friends aren’t here to push us,’ said 
Bigwig, ‘we may as well make sure the place isn’t crawling 
with stoats and owls before we go out’ 

At that moment a brown owl’s call sounded from the 
Opposite wood It was the first call, and by mstinct they both 
crouched motionless, counting four heart-beats until the 
second followed 

‘It’s moving away,’ said Hazel 

‘How many field-mice say that every mght, I wonder? 
You know the call’s deceptive It’s meant to be’ 

“Well, I can’t help 1t, said Hazel ‘Tiver’s somewhere out 
there and I’m going after him You were nght, anyway It zs 
light ~ just ? 

‘Shall we look under the yew tree first?’ 

But Fiver was not under the yew tree The light, as it 
Stew, began to show the upper field, while the distant hedge 
and brook remained darh, linear shapes below Bigwig 
Jumped down from the bank into the field and ran ina long 
curve across the wet grass He stopped almost opposite the 
hole by which they had come up, and Hazel jomed him 

“Here’s his line all night,’ said Bigwig ‘Fresh, too From 
the hole Straight down towards the brook He won’t be far 
away’ 

When raindrops are lying ıt 1s easy to see where grass has 
recently been crossed They followed the line down the field 
and reached the hedge beside the carrot-ground and the 
Source of the brook Bigwig had been right when he said the 
line was fresh As soon as they had come through the hedge 
they saw Fiver He was feeding, alone A few fragments of 
carrot were still lying about near the spring, but he had left 

these untouched and was eating the grass not far from the 
8narled crab-apple tree They approached and he looked 
up 

Hazel said nothing and began to feed beside him He was 
now regretting that he had brought Bigwig In the darkness 
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before morning and the first shock of discovering that Fiver 
was gone, Bigwig had been a comfort and a stand-by. But now, 
as he saw Fiver, small and familiar, incapable of hurting 
anyone or of concealing what he felt, trembling in the wet 
grass, either from fear or from cold, his anger melted away. 
He felt only sorry for him and sure that, if they could stay 
alone together for a while, Fiver would come round to an 
easier state of mind But it was probably too late to persuade 
Bigwig to be gentle: he could only hope for the best. 

Contrary to his fears, however, Bigwig remained as silent 
as himself Evidently he had been expecting Hazel to speak 
first and was somewhat at a loss. For some time all three 
moved on quietly over the grass, while the shadows grew 
stronger and the wood-pigeons clattered among the distant 
trees. Hazel was beginning to feel that all would be well and 
that Bigwig had more sense than he had given him credit for, 
when Fiver sat up on his hind legs, cleaned his face with his 
paws and then, for the first time, looked directly at him. 

‘I’m going now,’ he said. ‘I feel very sad. I’d like to wish 
you well, Hazel, but there’s no good to wish you ın this place. 
So just good-bye ° 

‘But where are you going, Fiver?’ 

‘Away To the hills, if I can get there’ 

“By yourself, alone? You can’t. You’d die’ ; 

‘You wouldn’t have a hope, old chap,’ said Bigwig. 
‘Something would get you before ni-Frith ° 


‘No,’ said Fiver very quietly ‘You are closer to death 
than I.’ 


‘Are you trying to frighten me, you miserable little lump 


of chattering chickweed ?’ cried Bigwig ‘I’ve a good mind ae 

‘Wait, Bigwig,’ said Hazel ‘Don’t speak roughly to him. 

“Why, you said yourself ~’ began Bigwig. 

‘I know But I feel differently now. I’m sorry, Bigwig. I 
was going to ask you to help me to make him come back to 
the warren But now - well, Pve always found that there 
was something in what Fiver had to say. For the last two 
days I’ve refused to listen to him and I still think he’s out of 
his senses, But I haven’t the heart to drive him back to the 
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warren I really beheve that for some reason or other the 
place 1s frightening hım out of his wits Pll go with him a 
ttle way and perhaps we can talk I can’t ash you to risk ıt 
too Anyway, the others ought to know what we’re doing 
and they won’t unless you go and tell them PIl be bach 
before ni-Frith I hope we both shall ° 

Bigwig stared Then he turned furiously on Fiver ‘You 
wretched httle blach beetle,’ he said ‘You’ve never learnt to 
obey orders, have you? It’s me, me, me all the tame “Oh, 
I’ve got a funny feeling in my toc, so we must all go and 
stand on our heads!” And now we've found a fine warren 
and got into ıt without even having to fight, you’ve got to do 
your best to upset everyone! And then you risk the life of one 
of the best rabbits we’ve got, just to play nursey while you go 
wandering about like a moon-struch field-mouse Well, Z’m 
finished with you, DPI tell you plam And now I’m going 
back to the warren to make sure everyone else 1s finished 
with you as well And they will be — don’t make any mistake 
about that’ 

He turned and dashed bach through the nearest gap in 
the hedge On the instant, a fearful commotion began on the 
farther side There were sounds of kicking and plunging A 
stick flew into the air Then a flat, wet clot of dead leaves 
shot clean through the gap and landed clear of the hedge, 
close to Hazel The brambles thrashed up and down Hazel 
and Fiver stared at cach other, both fighting against the 
impulse to run What enemy was at work on the other side 
of the hedge? There were no cries ~ no spitting of a cat, no 
squealing of a rabbit — only the crackling of twigs and the 
tearing of the grass in violence 

By an effort of courage against all mstinct, Hazel forced 
himself forward into the gap, with Fiver following A terrible 
sight lay before them The rotten leaves had been thrown up 
m showers The earth had been laid bare and was scored 
with long scratches and furrows Bigwig was lying on his 
side, his back legs kicking and struggling A length of 
twisted copper wire, gleaming dully ın the first sunlight, was 
looped round his neck and ran taut across one fore-paw to 
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the head ofa stout peg driven into the ground The running 
knot had pulled tight and was buried in the fur behind his 
ear. The projecting point of one strand had lacecrated his 
neck and drops of blood, dark and red as yew berries, welled 
one by one down his shoulder. For a few moments he lay 
panting, his side heaving in exhaustion. Then again began 
the struggling and fighting, bachwards and forwards, jerking 
and falling, until he choked and lay quiet 

Frenzied with distress, Hazel leapt out of the gap and 
squatted beside him Bigwig’s eyes were closed and his lips 
pulled back from the long front teeth in a fixed snarl He had 
bitten his lower lip and from this, too, the blood was run- 
ning. Froth covered his jaws and chest. , 

‘Thlayl!’ said Hazel, stamping ‘Thlayli! Listen! You're 
in a snare — a snare! What did they say in the Owsla? Come 
on — think How can we help you?’ 

There was a pause Then Bigwig’s back legs began to 
kick once more, but feebly. His ears drooped. His eyes 
opened unseeing and the whites showed blood-shot as the 
brown irises rolled one way and the other After a moment 
his voice came thick and low, bubbling out of the bloody 
spume in his mouth. 

‘Owsla — no good — biting wire Peg — got to — dig out.’ 

A convulsion shook him and he scrabbled at the ground, 
covering himself in a mask of wet earth and blood. Then he 
was still again. 

‘Run, Fiver, run to the warren,’ cried Hazel ‘Get the 
others ~ Blackberry, Silver Be quick! He’ll die.’ 

Fiver was off up the field like a hare. Hazel, left alone, 
tried to understand what was needed What was the peg? 
How was he to dig it out? He looked down at the foul mess 
before him. Bigwig was lying across the wire, which came 


out under his belly and seemed to disappear into the ground 


Hazel struggled with his own incomprehension. Bigwig had 
said, ‘Dig.’ That at least he understood He began to scratch 


into the soft earth beside the body, until after a time his 
claws scraped against something smooth and firm As he 
paused, perplexed, he found Blackberry at his shoulder. 
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‘Bigwig just spoke,” he said to him, ‘but I don’t think he 
can now He sard, “Dig out the peg * What does that mean? 
What have we got to do?’ 

‘Wait a moment,’ said Blackberry ‘Let me think, and 
try not to be impatient ° 

Hazel turned his head and looked down the course of the 
brook Far away, between the two copses, he could sce the 
cherry tree where two days before he had sat with Black- 
berry and Fiver in the sunrise He remembered how Bigwig 
had chased Hawkbit through the long grass, forgetting the 
quarrel of the previous night in the joy of their arrival He 
could see Hawkbit running towards him now and two or 
three of the others - Silver, Dandelion and Pipkin Dande- 
lion, well in front, dashed up to the gap and checked, 
twitching and staring 

‘What 1s 1t, Hazel? What’s happened? Fiver said -° 

‘Bigwig’s in a wire Let him alone tll Blackberry tells us 
Stop the others crowding round ° 

Dandelion turned and raced back as Pipkin came up 

‘Is Cowslip coming?’ said Hazel ‘Perhaps he knows ~’ 

‘He wouldn’t come,’ rephed Pipkin ‘He told Fiver to 
stop talking about it’ 

‘Told him what?’ asked Hazel incredulously But at that 
moment Blackberry spohe and Hazel was beside him m a 
flash 

“This 1s 1t, said Blackberry ‘The wire’s on a peg and the 
peg’s in the ground — there, look We've got to dig ıt out 
Come on — dig beside ıt ° 

Hazel dug once more, his fore-paws throwing up the soft, 
wetsoil and shpping against the hard sides of the peg Dimly, 
he was aware of the others waiting near-by After a time he 
was forced to stop, panting Silver took his place, and was 
followed by Buckthorn The nasty, smooth, clean, man- 
smelling peg was laid bare to the length ofa rabbit’s ear, but 
still 1t did not come loose Bigwig had not moved He lay 
across the wire, torn and bloody, with closed eyes Buckthorn 


drew his head and paws out of the hole and rubbed the mud 
off his face 
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“The peg’s narrower down there,’ he said. ‘It tapers I 
think it could be bitten through, but I can’t get my teeth 
to it’ 

‘Send Pipkin in,’ said Blackberry. ‘He’s smaller.’ 

Pipkin plunged into the hole. They could hear the wood 
splintering under his teeth - a sound hke a mouse in a shed 
wainscot at midnight. He came out with his nose bleeding. 

‘The splinters prick you and its hard to breathe, ‘but the 
peg’s nearly through ° 

‘Fiver go in,’ said Hazel. , 

Fiver was not long in the hole He, too, came out bleeding. 

‘It’s broken in two It’s free’ 

Blackberry pressed his nose against Bigwig’s head. As he 
nuzzled him gently the head rolled sideways and back 
again, 

‘Bigwig,’ said Blackberry in his ear, ‘the peg’s out.’ 

There was no response. Bigwig lay still as before. A great 
fly settled on one of his ears Blackberry thrust at it angrily 
and it flew up, buzzing, into the sunshine. . 

‘I think he’s gone,’ said Blackberry ‘I can’t feel his 
breathing.’ : 

Hazel crouched down by Blackberry and laid his nostrils 
close to Bigwig’s, but a ight breeze was blowing and he 
could not tell whether there was breath or not The legs 
were loose, the belly flaccid and lmp He tried to think of 
what little he had heard of snares. A strong rabbit could 


break his neck ın a snare, Or had the point of a sharp wire 
pierced the wind-pipe? 


‘Bigwig,’ he whispered, ‘we’ve got you out. You’re free.’ 


Bigwig did not stir Suddenly it came to Hazel that if 
Bigwig was dead — and what else could hold kim silent in the 
mud? ~ then he himself must get the others away before the 
dreadful loss could drain their courage and break their spirit 
~ a8 it would if they stayed by the body. Besides, the man 


would come soon. Perhaps he was already coming, with his 
gun, to take poor Bigwig away They must go; and he must 
do his best to see that all of them ~ even he himself — put 
what had happened out of mind, for ever. 
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‘My heart has joined the Thousand, for my friend stopped 
running today,’ he said to Blackberry, quoting a rabbit 
proverb 

‘If only ıt were not Bigwig,’ said Blackberry ‘What shall 
we do without him?’ 

‘The others are waiting,’ said Hazel ‘We have to stay 
alive There has to be something for them to think about 
Help me, or ıt will be more than I can do’ 

He turned away from the body and looked for Fiver 
among the rabbits behind him But Fiver was nowhere to be 
seen and Hazel was afraid to ash for him, ın case to do so 
should seem lihe weakness and a need for comfort 

‘Piphun,’ he snapped, ‘why don’t you clean up your face 
and stop the bleeding? The smell of blood attracts ehl You 
know that, don’t you?’ 

‘Yes, Hazel I’m sorry Will Bigwig -° 

‘And another thing,’ said Hazel desperately ‘What was at 
you were telling me about Cowslip? Did you say he told 
Fiver to be quiet?’ 

‘Yes, Hazel Fiver came into the warren and told us about 
the snare, and that poor Bigwig —’ 

“Yes, all night And then Gowslip - ?’ 

‘Cowslip and Strawberry and the others pretended not to 
hear It was ridiculous, because Fiver was calling out to 
everybody And then as we were running out Silver said to 
Cowshp, “Surely you’re coming?” And Cowshp simply 
turned his back So then Fiver went up and spoke to him 
very quietly, but I heard what Cowslip answered He sard, 
“Halls or Inlé, it’s all one to me where you go You hold your 
tongue ” And then he struck at Fiver and scratched hus ear ’ 

‘PH kill him,’ gasped a low, choking voice behind them 
They all leapt round Bigwig had raised his head and was 
supporting himself on his fore-paws alone His body was 
twisted and his hind-parts and back legs still lay along the 
ground His eyes were open, but his face was such a fearful 
mash of blood, foam, vomit and earth that he looked more 
hke some demon-creature than a rabbit The immediate 
sight of him, which should have filled them with rehef and 


124 THE JOURNEY 


joy, brought only terror. They cringed away and none said 
a word. 

‘PIH kill him,’ repeated Bigwig, spluttering through his 
fouled whiskers and clotted fur. ‘Help me, rot you! Can't 
anyone get this stinking wire off me?’ He struggled, dragging 
his hind-legs. Then he fell again and crawled forward, 
trailing the wire through the grass with the broken peg 
snickerıng behind ıt 

‘Let him alone!’ cried Hazel, for now they were all 
pressing forward to help him. ‘Do you want to kill hım? Let 
him rest! Let him breathe!” 

“No, not rest,’ panted Bigwig. ‘I’m all right ° As he spoke 
he fell again and immediately struggled up on his fore-paws 
as before ‘It’s my back legs. °Won’t move. That Cowslip! 
PY kill him!’ ; 

‘Why do we let them stay in that warren?’ cried Silver. 
‘What sort of rabbits are they? They left Bigwig to die. You 
all heard Cowshp in the burrow. They’re cowards Let’s 
drive them out — lull them! Take the warren and hve there 
ourselves!’ 

“Yes! Yes!’ they all answered ‘Come on! Back to the 
wairen! Down with Cowslip! Down with Silverweed! Kull 

them!’ 


‘O embleer Frith? cred a squealing voice in the long 
grass 

At this shocking impiety, the tumult died away They 
looked about them, wondering who could have spoken 
There was silence Then, from between two great tussocks of 
hair-grass came Fiver, his eyes blazing with a frantic urgency. 
He growled and gibbered at them hike a witch-hare and 
those nearest to him fell back in fear. Even Hazel could not 
have said a word for his life They realized that he was 
speaking 

“The warren? You’re going to the warren? You fools! 
That warren’s nothing but a death-hole! The whole place is 
one foul elil’s larder! It’s snared — everywhere, every day! 


‘That explains everything: everything that’s happened since 
we came here.’ 


s 
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He sat still and his words seemed to come crawling up the 
sunlight, over the grass 
‘Listen, Dandelion You're fond of stories, aren’t you? Tl 
tell you one - yes, one for El-ahrairah to cry at Once there 
was a fine warren on the edge of a wood, overlooking the 
meadows ofa farm It was big, full of rabbits Then one day 
the white blindness came and the rabbits fell sick and died 
But a few survived, as they always do The warren became 
almost empty One day the farmer thought, “I could ın- 
crease those rabbits make them part of my farm — their 
meat, their skins Why should I bother to keep rabbits in 
hutches? They’ll do very well where they are ”? He began to 
shoot all elil ~lendri, homba, stoat, owl He put out food for 
the rabbits, but not too near the warren For his purpose 
they had to become accustomed to going about in the fields 
and the wood And then he snared them — not too many as 
many as he wanted and not as many as would frighten them 
all away or destroy the warren They grew big and strong 
and healthy, for he saw to it that they had all of the best, 
particularly in winter, and nothing to fear — except the 
running knot in the hedge-gap and the wood-path So they 
lived as he wanted them to live and all the time there were a 
few who disappeared The rabbits became strange ın many 
ways, different from other rabbits They knew well enough 
what was happening But even to themselves they pretended 
that all was well, for the food was good, they were protected, 
they had nothing to fear but the one fear, and that struck 
here and there, never enough at a time to drive them away 
They forgot the ways of wild rabbits They forgot El- 
ahrairah, for what use had they for tricks and cunning, living 
1n the enemy’s warren and paying his price? They found out 
other marvellous arts to take the place of trichs and old 
stories They danced in ceremonious greeting They sang 
songs lhe the birds and made shapes on the walls, and 
though these could help them not at all, yet they passed 
the tıme and enabled them to tell themselves that they were 
splendid fellows, the very flower of Rabbitry, cleverer than 
magpies ‘They had no Chief Rabbit — no, how could they? — 
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for a Chief Rabbit must be El-ahrairah to his warren and 
keep them from death: and here there was no death but one, 
and what Chief Rabbit could have an answer to that? 
Instead, Frith sent them strange singers, beautiful and sick 
hike oak-apples, hke robins’ pin-cushions on the wild rose. 
And since they could not bear the truth, these singers, who 
might ın some other place have been wise, were squeezed 
under the terrible weight of the warren’s secret until they 
gulped out fine folly - about dignity and acquiescence, and 
anything else that could make believe that the rabbit loved 
the shining wire But one strict rule they had; oh yes, the 
strictest No one must ever ask where another rabbit was 
and anyone who asked, “Where?” — except in a song or a 
poem —must be silenced To say“ Where?” was bad enough, 
but to speak openly of the wires — that was intolerable For 
that they would scratch and kill.’ , 
He stopped No one moved. Then, ın the silence, Bigwig 
lurched to his feet, swayed a moment, tottered a few steps 
towards Fiver and fell again Fiver paid him no heed but 
looked from one to another among the rabbits Then he 
began speaking again. i 
‘And then we came, over the heather ın the night Wild 
rabbits, making scrapes across the valley. The warren 
rabbits didn’t show themselves at once. They needed to 
think what was best to be done But they hit on 1t quite soon. 
To bring us into the warren and tell us nothing. Don’t you 
see? The farmer only sets so many snares at a time and if one 
rabbit dies, the others will live that much longer. You 
Suggested that Hazel should tell them our adventures, 
Blackberry, but it didn’t go down well, did it? Who wants 
to hear about brave deeds when he’s ashamed of his own, 
and who hkes an open, honest tale from someone he’s 
deceiving? Do you want me to go on? I tell you, every single 
thing that’s happened fits hke a bee in a foxglove. And lull 
them, you say, and help ourselves to the great burrow? We 
shall help ourselves to a roof of bones, hung with shining 
wires! Help ourselves to musery and death!’ 
Fiver sank down into the grass Bigwig, still trailing his 
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trembling and his great size seemed only to add to his air $ 
stricken misery. He cringed before them in the ae 
Hazel waited, stern and motionless, with Silver a his side. 

‘Hazel,’ said Strawberry, ‘are you going away: ee 

Hazel made no answer, but Silver said sharply, ‘What’s 
that to you?’ 

‘Take me with you’ There was no 1eply and he repeated, 
i ith you.’ ; 
eo NA for creatures who deceive us,’ said Silver. 
‘Better go back to Nildro-hain. No doubt she’s less par- 
ticular.’ h he 

Strawberry gave a kind of choking squeal, as thoug : 
had been wounded He looked from Silver to Hazel an 
then to Fiver. At last, ın a pitiful whisper, he said, 

‘The wires.’ 

Silver was about to answer, but Hazel spoke first. 

“You can come with us,’ he said ‘Don’t say any more. 
Poor fellow.’ 

A few minutes later the rabbits had crossed the cart-track 
and vanished into the copse beyond. A magpie, seeing some 


light-coloured object conspicuous on the empty slope, flew 


closer to look But all that lay there was a splintered peg and 
a twisted length of wire 
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18 Watership Down 


2 What 1s now proved was once only :magin’d 
Wiliam Blake The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 


It was evening of the following day The north-facing 
escarpment of Watership Down, ın shadow since early 
morning, now caught the western sun for an hour before 
twilight Three hundred feet the down rose vertically in a 
stretch of no more than six hundred — a precipitous wall, 
from the thin belt of trees at the foot to the ridge where the 
steep flattened out The light, full and smooth, lay hke a gold 
rind over the turf, the furze and yew bushes, the few wind- 
stunted thorn trees From the ridge, the hght seemed to 
cover all the slope below, drowsy and still But down in the 
grass itself, between the bushes, ın that thick forest trodden 
by the beetle, the spider and the hunting shrew, the moving 
light was like a wind that danced among them to set them 
scurrying and weaving The red rays flickered ın and out of 
the grass stems, flashing minutely on membranous wings, 
casting long shadows behind the thinnest of filamentary legs, 
breaking each patch of bare soil into a myriad individual 
grains The insects buzzed, whined, hummed, stridulated 
and droned as the air grew warmer in the sunset Louder yet 
calmer than they, among the trees, sounded the yellow- 
hammer, the lnnet.and greenfinch The larks went up, 
twittermg in the scented air above the down From the 
summit, the apparent smmobility of the vast, blue distance 
was broken, here and there, by wisps of smoke and tiny, 
momentary flashes of glass Far below lay the fields green 
with wheat, the flat pastures grazed by horses, the darker 
greens of the woods They too, like the hillside jungle, were 
tumultuous with evening, but from the remote height turned 
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morning, now caught the western sun for an hour before 
twilight Three hundred feet the down rose vertically ın a 
stretch of no more than six hundred — a precipitous wall, 
from the thin belt of trees at the foot to the ridge where the 
steep flattened out The light, full and smooth, lay lıke a gold 
rind over the turf, the furze and yew bushes, the few wind- 
stunted thorn trees From the ridge, the light seemed to 
cover all the slope below, drowsy and still But down an the 
grass itself, between the bushes, in that thick forest trodden 
by the beetle, the spider and the hunting shrew, the moving 
light was hke a wind that danced among them to set them 
scurrying and weaving The red rays flickered ın and out of 
the grass stems, flashing minutely on membranous wings, 
casting long shadows behind the thinnest of filamentary legs, 
breaking each patch of bare soil mto a myriad individual 
grains The insects buzzed, whined, hummed, stridulated 
and droned as the air grew warmer in the sunset Louder yet 
calmer than they, among the trees, sounded the yellow- 
hammer, the linnet and greenfinch The larks went up, 
twittering in the scented air above the down From the 
summit, the apparent immobility of the vast, blue distance 
was broken, here and there, by wisps of smoke and tiny, 
momentary flashes of glass Far below lay the fields green 
with wheat, the flat pastures grazed by horses, the darker 
greens of the woods They too, like the hillside jungle, were 
tumultuous with evening, but from the remote height turned 
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to stillness, their fierceness tempered by the air that lay 
between. 
At the foot of the turfchff, Hazel and his companions were 
crouching under the low branches of two or three spindle- 
trees Since the previous morning they had journeyed nearly 
three miles. Their luck had been good, for everyone who 
had left the warren was still alive. They had splashed through 
two brooks and wandered fearfully in the deep woodlands 
west of Ecchinswell. They had rested in the straw of a 
Starveall, or lonely barn, and woken to find themselves 
attacked by rats, Silver and Buckthorn, with Bigwig helping 
them, had covered the retreat until, once all were together 
outside, they had taken to flight. Buckthorn had been 
bitten ın the foreleg and the wound, in the manner of a rat- 
bite, was irritant and painful Skirting a small lake, they had 
stared to see a great, grey fisher-bird that stabbed and 
paddled in the sedge, until a flight of wild duck had 
frightened them away with their clamour. They had crossed 
more than half a mile of open pasture without a trace of 
cover, expecting every moment some attack that did not 
come. They had heard the unnatural humming ofa pylon in 
the summer air; and had actually gone beneath it, on 
Fiver’s assurance that it could do them no harm. Now they 
lay under the spindle-trees and sniffed in weariness and 
doubt at the Strange, bare country round them 
Since leaving the warren of the snares they had become 
warier, shrewder, a tenacious band who understood each 
other and worked together. There was no more quarrelling. 
The truth about the warren had been a grim shock, They 
had come closer together, relying on and valuing each 
other’s capacities They knew now that ıt was on these and 
on nothing else that their livés depended, and they were not 
going to waste anything they possessed between them. In 
spite of Hazel’s efforts beside the snare, there was not one 
of them who had not turned sick at heart to think that Big- 
bee was dead and wondered, lke Blackberry, what would 
“come of them now. Without Hazel, without Blackberry, 


Buckthorn and P ipkin — Bigwig would have died. Without 
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himself he would have died, for which else, of them all, 
would not have stopped running after such punishment? 
There was no more questioning of Bigwig’s strength, Tiver’s 
insight, Blackberry’s wits or Hazel’s authority When the 
rats came, Buckthorn and Silver had obeyed Bigwig and 
stood their ground The rest had followed Hazel when he 
roused them and, without cxplanation, told them to go 
quickly outside the barn Later, Hazel had said that there 
was nothing for ıt but to cross the open pasture and under 
Silver’s direction they had crossed it, with Dandelion run- 
ning ahead to reconnoitre When Fiver said the iron tree was 
harmless they beheved him 
Strawberry had had a bad time His misery made him 
slow-witted and careless and he was ashamed of the part he 
had played at the warren He was soft and more used than 
he dared admit to indolence and good food But he made no 
complaint and ıt was plain that he was determined to show 
what he could do and not to be left behind He had proved 
useful ın the woodland, being better accustomed to thich 
woods than any of the others ‘He'll be all mght, you know, 
ifwe give him a chance,’ said Hazel to Bigwig by the lake 
‘So he darned well ought to be,’ replied Bigwig, ‘the great 
dandy’ ~ for by their standards, Straw berry was scrupulously 
clean and fastidious ‘Well, I won’t have him brow -beaten, 
Bigwig, mind That won’t help him’ This Bigwig had 
accepted, though rather sulkily Yet he himself had become 
less overbearing The snare had left him werk and over- 
wrought It wis he who had given the alarm in the barn, for 
he could not slecp and at the sound of scratching had started 
up at once He would not let Silver and Buckthorn fight 
alone, but he had felt obliged to lease the v orst of tt to them 
Yor the first tame in his hfe, Bigwig hid found himself driven 
to moderation and prudence 
As the sun sink lower and touched the edge of the cloud- 

belt on the horizon, Hazel came out from under the bronches 
and looked carefully round the lower slope Then he stared 
upwards over the ant-lills to the open down rang above 
Yaserand Acorn followed mm out and fell to mibbline sta 
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patch of sainfoin. It was new to them, but they did not need 
to be told that it was good and it raised their spirits Hazel 
turned back and joined them among the big, rosy-veined, 
magenta flower-spikes. 

‘Fiver, he said, ‘let me get this right. You want us to 
chmb up this place, however far 11 is, and find shelter on the 
top. Is that it’ 

‘Yes, Hazel.’ 

‘But the top must be very high. I can’t even see it from 
here It'll be open and cold.’ ` 

‘Not in the ground. and the sol’s so light that we shall be 
able to scratch some shelter easily when we find the right 
place’ 

Hazel considered again ‘It’s getting started that bothers 
me. Here we are, all tired out. I’m sure it’s dangerous to 
stay here We’ve nowhere to run to We don’t know the 
country and we can’t get underground But ıt seems out of 
the question for everybody to climb up there tonight. We 
should be even less safe ’ f 

“We shall be forced to dig, shan’t we?’ said Acorn. ‘This 
place 1s almost as open as that heather we crossed, and the 
trees won’t hide us from anything hunting on four feet ’ 

‘It would have been the same any time we came,’ said 
Fiver 

‘Pm not saying anything against ıt, Fiver,’ replied Acorn, 
“but we need holes It’s a bad place not to be able to get 
underground.’ 

“Before everyone goes up to the top,’ said Hazel, ‘we 
ought to find out what it’s ike I’m going up myself to have 
a look round. I’ll be as quick as I can and you’ll have to 
hope for the best until I get back. You can rest and feed 
anyway ° 

“You’re not going alone,’ said Fiver firmly 

Since each one of them was ready to go with him in spite 
of their fatigue, Hazel gave in and chose Dandelion and 
Hawkbit, who seemed less weary than the others. They set 
out up the hillside, going slowly, picking their way from one 


bush and tussock to another and pausing continually to sniff 
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and stare along the great expanse of grass, which stretched 
on either side as far as they could sce 
A man walks upright For him it is strenuous to climb a 
steep hill, because he has to keep pushing his own vertical 
mass upwards and cannot gain any momentum The rabbit 
as better off His forelegs support his horizontal body and the 
great back legs do the work They are more than equal to 
thrusting uphill the hght mass in front of them Rabbits can 
go fast uphill In fact, they have so much power behind that 
they find going downhill awkward, and sometimes, ın flight 
down a stecp place, they may actually go head over heels 
On the other hand the man ıs five or six feet above the hill- 
side and can see all round To him the ground may be steep 
and rough but on the whole ıt 1s even, and he can pick his 
direction easily from the top of his moving, s1-foot tower 
The rabbits’ anaucties and strain in chmbing the down were 
different, therefore, from those which you, reader, will 
experience if you go there Their main trouble was not 
bodily fatigue When Hazel had said that they were all 
tured out, he had meant that they were feeling the strain of 
prolonged insecurity and fear 
Rabbits above ground, unless they are in proved, familar 
surroundings close to their holes, live in continual fear Ifit 
grows intense enough they can become glazed and paralysed 
by it — tharn, to use thar own word Hazel and his com- 
panions had been on the jump for nearly two days Indeed, 
ever since they had Ieft ther home warren, five days before, 
they had faced one danger after another They were all on 
edge, sometimes starting at nothing and again, lying down 
in any patch of long grass that offered Bigwig and Bucl- 
thorn smelt of blood and every onc else new they did Whoet 
bothered Hazel, Dandchon and Hawhbrt was the openness 
and stringeness of the down and ther inabihty to see verv 
fir ahead They climbed not over but through the sun-red 
grass, among the av akened msect movement and the heht 
ablaze The grass undulated about them They peered over 
antelulls and loot ed cautiously round clumps of te wte They 
could not tell how Praw n the ridge might be They topped 
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each short slope only to find another above it. To Hazel, it 
seemed a likely place for a weasel: or the white owl, perhaps, 
might fly along the escarpment at twilight, looking inwards 
with its stony eyes, ready to turn a few feet sideways and 
pick off the shelf anything that moved. Some ell wait for 
their prey, but the white owl 1s a seeker and he comes in 
silence. 

As Hazel still went up, the south wind began to blow and 
the June sunset reddened the sky to the zenith Hazel, like 
nearly all wild animals, was unaccustomed to look up at the 
sky. What he thought of as the sky was the horizon, usually 
broken by trees and hedges Now, with his head pointing 
upwards, he found himself gazing at the ridge, as over the 
sky-line came the silent, moving, red-tinged cumuli. Their 
movement was disturbing, unlike that of trees or grass or 
rabbits These great masses moved steadily, noiselessly 
and always in the same direction. They were not of his 
world 

‘O Frith,’ thought Hazel, turning his head for a moment 
to the bright glow ın the west, ‘are you sending us to live 
among the clouds? If you spoke truly to Fiver, help me to 
trust him ° At this moment he saw Dandelion, who had run 


well ahead, squatting on an ant-hill clear against the sky. 
Alarmed, he dashed forward. 


‘Dandelion, get down!” he said ‘Why are you sitting up 
there?’ 

‘Because I can see,’ replied Dandelion, with a kind of 
excited joy. ‘Come and look! You can see the whole world ° 

Hazel came up to him There was another ant-hill near- 
by and he copied Dandelion, sitting upright on his hind legs 
and looking about him He realized now that they were 
almost on level ground Indeed, the slope was no more than 
gentle for some way back along the line by which they had 
come, but he had been preoccupied with the idea of danger 
m the open and had not noticed the change They were on 
top of the down Perched above the grass, they could see far 
an evcry direction. Their surroundings were empty. If any- 
thing had been moving they would have seen it im- 
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mediately and where the turf ended, the sky began A man, 
a fox - even a rabbit — coming over the down would be 
conspicuous Fiver had been mght Up here, they would 
have clear warning of any approach 

The wind ruffled their fur and tugged at the grass, which 
smelt of thyme and self-heal The solitude seemed like a 
release and a blessing The height, the sky and the distance 
went to their heads and they skipped ın the sunset ‘O Frith 
on the hills!’ cried Dandelion ‘He must have made ıt for 
us!” 

‘He may have made it, but Fiver thought of ıt for us,’ 
answered Haze] ‘Wart till we get him up here! Fiver-rah!’ 

‘Where’s Hawkbit®’ said Dandelion suddenly 

Although the light was still clear, Hawkbit was not to be 
seen anywhere on the upland After staring about for some 
time, they ran across to a little mound some way away and 
loohed again But they saw nothing except a field-mouse, 
which came out of ıts hole and began furricking in a patch 
of seeded grasses 

‘He must have gone down,’ said Dandelion 

“Well, whether he has or not,’ said Hazel, ‘we can’t go on 
looking for him The others are waiting and they may be in 
danger We must go down ourselves ° 

‘What a shame to lose him, though,’ sad Dandelion, ‘just 
when we’d reached Fiver’s hills without losing anyone He’s 
such a duffer, we shouldn’t have brought him up But how 
could anything have got hold of him here, without our 
seeing?” 

‘No, he’s gone back for sure,’ said Hazel ‘I wonder what 
Bigwig will say to him? I hope he won’t bite him again 
We'd better get on’ 

‘Are you going to bung them up tonight’ asked Dande- 
lion 

‘I don’t know,’ said Hazel ‘It’s a problem Where’s the 
shelter to be found?’ 

They made for the steep edge The light was beginning to 
fail They picked their direction by a clump of stunted trees 
which they had passed on their way up These formed a kind 
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of dry oasis — a little feature common on the downs. Half a 
dozen thorns and two or three elders grew together above 
and below a bank. Between them the ground was bare and 
the naked chalk showed a pallid, dirty white under the 
cream-coloured elder bloom. As they approached, they 
suddenly saw Hawkbit sitting among the thorn trunks, 
cleaning his face with his paws. 

‘We've been looking for you,’ said Hazel. ‘Where in the 
world have you been?’ 

‘I’m sorry, Hazel,’ rephed Hawkbit meekly. ‘I’ve been 
looking at these holes I thought they might be some good 
to us’ 

In the low bank behind him were three rabbit holes. 
There were two more flat on the ground, between the thick, 
gnarled roots They could see no foot-marks and no drop- 
pings The holes were clearly deserted 

‘Have you been down?’ asked Hazel, sniffing round 

“Yes, I have,’ said Hawkbit. ‘Three of them, anyway. 
They’re shallow and rather rough, but there’s no smell of 
death or disease and they’re perfectly sound I thought they 
might do for us — just for the moment, anyway.’ 

In the twilhght a swift flew screaming overhead and 
Hazel turned to Dandelion 

“News! News!’ he said. ‘Go and get them up here ’ 

Thus ıt fell to one of the rank-and-file to make a lucky find 
that brought them at last to the downs. and probably saved 
a life or two, for they could hardly have spent the night ın 


the open, either on or under the hill, without being attacked 
by some enemy or other. 


~ 


19 Fear in the Dark 


*Who’s in the neat room? — who? 
A figure wan 
With a message to one im there of something due? 
Shall I know him anon?’ 
‘Yea, he, and he brought such, and you’ll know him anon’ 


Thomas Hardy Who's in the Next Room? 


The holes certainly were rough — ‘Just right for a lot of 
vagabonds”™ hke us,’ said Bigwig — but the exhausted and 
those who wander ın strange country are not particular 
about their quarters At least there was room for twelve 
rabbits and the burrows were dry Two of the runs — the 
ones among the thorn trees — led straight down to burrows 
scooped out of the top of the chalk subsoil Rabbits do not 
hne their sleeping-places and a hard, almost rocky floor is 
uncomfortable for those not accustomed to 1t The holes in 
the bank, however, had runs of the usual bow-shape, leading 
down to the chalk and then curving up again to burrows 
with floors of trampled earth There were no connecting 
passages, but the rabbits were too weary to care They slept 
four to a burrow, snug and secure Hazel remained awake 
for some time, licking Buckthorn’s leg, which was stiff and 
tender He was reassured to find no smell of infection, but all 
that he had ever heard about rats decided him to see that 
Buckthorn got a good deal of rest and was kept out of the 
dirt until the wound was better ‘That’s the third one of us 
to get hurt still, all ın all, thmgs could have been far worse,’ 
he thought, as he fell asleep 

*Bigwig’s word was hlesstl, which I have rendered in various places 
1m the story as wanderers, scratchers, vagabonds A Alesst1s a rabbit living 
in the open, without a hole Solitary bucks and unmated rabbits who 
are wandering do this for quite long periods, especially ın summer 
Bucks do not usually dig much ın any case, although they will scratch 


shallow shelters or make use of existing holes where these are available 
Rel digging 1s done for the most part by does preparing for litters 
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The short June darkness slipped by in a few hours The 
light returned early to the high down but the rabbits did not 
sur Well after dawn they were still sleeping, undisturbed in 
a silence deeper than they had ever known Nowadays, 
among fields and woods, the noise level by day 1s high — too 
high for some kinds of animal to tolerate Few places are far 
from human noise — cars, buses, motor-cycles, tractors, 
lorries The sound of a housing estate in the morning 1s 
audible a long way off. People who record bird-song gener- 
ally do it very early — before six o’clock — if they can. Soon 
after that, the mvasion of distant noise in most woodland 
becomes too constant and too loud. During the last fifty 
years the silence of much of the country has been destroyed 
But here, on Watership Down, there floated up only faint 
traces of the daylight noise below. 

The sun was well up, though not yet as high as the down, 
when Hazel woke With him in the burrow were Buckthorn, 
Fiver and Pipkin He was nearest to the mouth of the hole 
and did not wake them as he slipped up the run Outside, he 
stopped to pass hraka and then hopped through the thorn 
patch to the open grass Below, the country was covered 
with early morning mist which was beginning to clear. Here 
and there, far off, were the shapes of trees and roofs, from 
which streamers of mist trailed down hke broken waves 

pouring from rocks The sky was cloudless and deep blue, 
darkening to mauve along the whole rim of the horizon The 
wind had dropped and the spiders had already gone well 
down into the grass It was going to be a hot day. 

Hazel rambled about ın the usual way of a rabbit feeding 
~ five or six slow, rocking hops through the grass, a pause to 
look round, sitting wp with ears erect: then busy nibbling for 
‘a short time, followed by another move of a few yards For 
the first time for many days he felt relaxed and safe He 
began to wonder whether they had much to learn about 

their new home 

‘Fiver was right,’ he thought ‘This is the place for us But 
we shall need to get used to it and the fewer mistakes we 

make the better. I wonder what became of the rabbits who 
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made these holes? Did they stop running or did they just 
move away? If we could only find them they could tell us a 
lot’ 

At this moment he saw a rabbit come rather hesitantly 
out of the hole farthest from himself It was Blackberry He, 
too, passed hraka, scratched himself and then hopped into 
the full sunlight and combed his ears As he began to feed 
Hazel came up and fell ın with him, nibbling among the 
grass tussochs and wandering on wherever his friend 
pleased They came to a patch of milkwort — a blue as deep 
as that of the shy — with long stems creeping through the 
grass and each minute flower spreading its two upper petals 
lke wings Blackberry sniffed at ıt, but the leaves were 
tough and unappetizing 

‘What 1s this stuff, do you know?’ he ashed 

‘No, I don’t,’ said Hazel, ‘I’ve never seen ıt before ° 

‘There’s a lot we don’t know,’ said Blackberry ‘About 
this place, I mean The plants are new, the smells are new 
We’re gomg to need some new ideas ourselves ’ 

‘Well, you’re the fellow for ideas,’ said Hazel ‘I never 
know anything until you tell me ° 

‘But you go ın front and take the risks first,’ answered 
Blachberry ‘We've all seen that And now our journey’s 
over, isn’t 1t? This place 1s as safe as Fiver said ıt would be 
Nothing can get near us without our knowing that 1s, as 
long as we can smell and see and hear’ 

“We can all do that’ 

‘Not when we’re asleep and we can’t see im the dark ° 

“It’s bound to be dark at night,’ said Hazel, ‘and rabbits 
have got to sleep’ 

“In the open?’ 

“Well, we can go on using these holes if we want to, but I 
expect a good many will he out After all, you can’t expect a 
bunch of bucks to dig They might make a scrape or two — 
hike that day after we came over the heather — but they won’t 
do more than that’ 

‘Thats what I’ve been thinking about,’ said Blackberry 
“Those rabbits we left - Cowslip and the rest — a lot of the 
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things they did weren’t natural to rabbits ~ pushing stones 
into the earth and carrying food underground and Frith 
knows what ° 


‘The Threarah’s lettuce was carried underground, if it 
comes to that.’ 

‘Exactly Don’t you see, they’d altered what rabbits do 
naturally because they thought they could do better? And if 
they altered their ways, so can we if we like. You say buck 
rabbits don’t dig. Nor they do. But they could, if they 
wanted to. Suppose we had deep, comfortable burrows to 
sleep in? To be out of bad weather and underground at 
night? Then we would be safe And there’s nothing to stop us 
having them, except that buck rabbits won’t dig Not can’t- 
won't’ e 

‘What’s your idea, then?’ asked Hazel, half-interested 
and half-reluctant ‘Do you want us to try to turn these 
holes ınto a regular warren?’ x 

‘No, these holes won’t do It’s easy to see why they’ve 
been deserted Only a little way down and you come to this 
hard, white stuff that no one can dig. They must be bitterly 
cold in winter. But there’s a wood just over the top of the 
hill. I got a glimpse of it last night when we came, Suppose 
we go up higher now, just you and I, and have a look at 1t?’ 

They ran uphill to the summit The beech hanger lay 
some little way off to the south-east, on the far side ofa grassy 
tiack that ran along the ridge 


“There are some big trees there,’ said Blackberry. ‘The 
roots must have broken up the ground pretty deep. We 
could dig holes and be as well off as ever we were in the old 
warren But if Bigwig and the others won’t dig or say they 
can’t — well, 1t’s bare and bleak here That’s why it’s lonely 


and safe, of course; but when bad weather comes we shall 
be driven off the hills for sure ° 


“It never entered my head to try to make a lot of bucks 


dig regular holes,’ said Hazel doubtfully, as they returned 
ie ane slope ‘Rabbit kittens need holes, of course; but 
owe 


‘We were all born in a warren that was dug before our 
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mothers were born,’ said Blackberry ‘We're used to holes 
and not one of us has ever helped to dig one And if ever 
there was a new one, who dug ıt? A doe I’m quite sure, 
myself, that if we don’t change our natural ways we shan’t 
be able to stay here very long Somewhere else, perhaps, but 
not here’ 
‘It'll mean a lot of work ’ 
‘Look, there’s Bigwig come up now and some of the others 
with him Why not put it to them and see what they say?’ 
During silflay, however, Hazel mentioned Blachberry’s 
idea to no one but Fiver Later on, when most of the rabbits 
had finished feeding and were either playing ın the grass or 
lying ın the sunshine, he suggested that they might go across 
to the hanger — ‘just to sce what sort of a wood 1t 1s’ Bigwig 
and Silver agreed at once and in the end no one stayed 
behind 
It was different from the meadow copses they had left a 
narrow belt of trees, four or five hundred yards long but 
barely fifty wide, a kind of wind-break common on the 
downs It consisted almost entirely of well-grown beeches 
The great, smooth trunks stood motionless ın their green 
shade, the branches spreading flat, one above another in 
crisp, ight-dappled tiers Between the trees the ground was 
open and offered hardly any cover The rabbits were per- 
plexed They could not make out why the wood was so light 
and still and why they could see so far between the trees 
The continuous, gentle rustling of the beech leaves was un- 
like the sounds to be heard ın a copse of nut-bushes, oak and 
silver birch 
Moving uncertainly in and out along the edge of the 
hanger, they came to the north-east corner Here there was 
a bank from which they looked out over the empty stretches 
of grass beyond Fiver, absurdly small bestde the hulking 
Bigwig, turned to Hazel with an air of happy confidence 
‘I’m sure Blachberry’s right, Hazel,’ he said ‘We ought 
to do our best to make some holes here I’m ready to try, 
anyway ° 7 
The others were taken aback Pipkin, however, readily 
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joined Hazel at the foot of the bank and soon two or three 
more began scratching at the hght soil The digging was 
easy and although they often broke off to feed or merely to 
sit in the sun, before midday Hazel was out of sight and 
tunnelling between the tree-roots. 

The hanger might have little or no undergrowth but at 
least the branches gave cover from the sky~ and kestrels, they 
soon realized, were common in this solitude. Although 
kestrels seldom prey on anything bigger than a rat, they will 
sometimes attack young rabbits No doubt this is why most 
grown rabbits will not remain under a hovering kestrel. 
Before long, Acorn spotted one as ıt flew up from the south. 
He stamped and bolted into the trees, followed by the other 
rabbits who were ın the open. They had not long come out 
and resumed digging when they saw another — or perhaps 
the same one — hovering some way off, high over the very 
fields that they had crossed the previous morning Hazel 
placed Buckthorn as a sentry while the day’s haphazard 
work went on, and twice more during the afternoon the 
alarm was given In the early evening they were disturbed 
by a horseman cantering along the ridge-track that passed 
the north end of the wood. Otherwise they saw nothing 
larger than a pigeon all day. 

After the horseman had turned south near the summit of 
Watership and disappeared in the distance, Hazel returned 
to the edge of the wood and looked out northwards towards 
the bright, still fields and the dim pylon-line stalking away 
into the distance north of Kingsclere. The air was cooler and 


the sun was beginning once more to reach the north escarp- 
ment 


‘i think wc’ve done enough,’ he said, ‘for today, anyway. 
T should lihe to go down to the bottom of the hill and find 
some really good grass. This stuff’s all right in its way but it’s 
ay thin and dry Does anyone feel like coming with me?’ 

Biewig, Dandchon and Speedwell were ready, but the 
others preferred to graze their way back to the thorn-trecs 
at go underground with the sun. Bigwig and Hazel picked 
the line that offered most cover and, with the others follow- 


FLAR IN THE DARK 143 


ing, set out on the four or five hundred yards to the foot of 
the hill They met no trouble and were soon feeding in the 
grass at the edge of the wheat-field, the very picture of 
rabbits ın an evening landscape Hazel, tured though he 
was, did not forget to look for somewhere to bolt if there 
should be an alarm He was lucky enough to come upon a 
short length of old, overgrown ditch, partly fallen in and so 
heavily overhung with cow-parsley and nettles that 1t was 
almost as sheltered as a tunnel, and all four of them made 
sure that they could reach ıt quichly from the open 

*That’ll be good enough at a pinch,’ said Bigwig, munch- 
ing clover and sniffing at the fallen bloom from a wayfanng 
tree ‘My goodness, we’ve learnt a few things since we left the 
old warren, haven’t we? More than we’d have learnt in a 
life-trme back there And digging! It'll be flying next, I 
suppose Have you noticed that this soil’s quite different 
from the sorl ın the old warren? It smells differently and ıt 
slides and falls quite differently too ’ 

‘That reminds me,’ said Hazel ‘I meant to ask you 
There was one thing at that terrible warren of Cowship’s that 
Tadmured very much — the great burrow Pd hhe to copy ıt 
It’s a wonderful idea to have a place underground where 
everybody can be together — talk and tell stories and so on 
What do you think? Could it be done?’ 

Bigwig considered ‘I know thus,’ he said ‘If you mahe a 
burrow too big the roof starts falling ın So if you want a 
place like that you’ll need something to hold the roof up 
What did Cowshp have?’ 

‘Tree roots’ 

“Well, there are those where we’re digging But are they 
the right sort?’ ý 

“We'd better get Strawberry to tell us what he knows 
about the great burrow, but 1t may not be much I’m sure 
he wasn’t alive when ıt was dug’ 

‘He may not be dead when 1t falls ın exther That warren’s 
Fics as an owl in daylight He was wise to leave when he 

Twilight had fallen over the cornfield, for although Jong, 
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red rays still lit the upper down, the sun had set below. The 
uneven shadow of the hedge had faded and disappeared. 
There was a cool smell of moisture and approaching dark- 
ness A cockchafer droned past. The grasshoppers had fallen 
silent. 

‘Owls’ll be out, said Bigwig ‘Let’s go up again ’ 

At this moment, from out in the darkening field, there 
came the sound ofa stamp on the ground It was followed by 
another, closer to them, and they caught a glimpse of a white 
tail. They both immediately ran to the ditch. Now that they 
had to use it ın earnest, they found ıt even narrower than 
they had thought. There was just room to turn round at the 
far end and as they did so Speedwell and Dandelion tumbled 
in behind them 

“What 1s it?” asked Hazel ‘What did you hear?’ 

“There’s something coming up the line of the hedge,’ 
replied Speedwell ‘An animal Making a lot,of noise, too.’ 

‘Did you see it?’ 

‘No, and I couldn’t smell ıt exther It’s down-wind But I 
heard ıt plainly enough ° 

‘I heard it too,’ said Dandelion ‘Something fairly big — as 
big as a rabbit, anyway ~ moving clumsily but trying to keep 

concealed, or so 1t seemed to me.’ 
*Homba?’ 


‘No, that we should have smelt,’ said Bigwig, ‘wind or no 
wind. From what you say, it sounds like a cat I hope it’s not 
a stoat. Hor, hot, u embleer hrar! What a nuisance! We'd 


better sit tight for a bit But get ready to bolt if it spots 
us ’ 


They waited. Soon it grew dark Only the faintest light 


came through the tangled summer growth above them The 
far end of the ditch was so much overgrown that they could 
not see out of it, but the place where they had come in 
showed as a patch of sky ~ an arc of very dark blue. As the 
tume passed, a star crept out from among the overhanging 


grasses It seemed to pulsate ın a rhythm as faint and uneven 
as that of the wind At length Hazel turned his eyes away 
from watching it 
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‘Well, we can snatch some sleep here,’ he said ‘The 
night’s not cold Whatever at was you heard, we'd better not 
risk going out’ 

‘Listen,’ said Dandehon ‘What’s that?’ 

Fo: a moment Hazel could hear nothing Then he caught 
a distant but clear sound — a kind of wailing or crying, 
wavering and intermittent Although ıt did not sound lhe 
any sort of hunting call, ıt was so unnatural that at filled him 
with fear As he hstened, ıt ceased 

‘What in Fiith’s name makes a noise lihe that?’ said 
Bigwig, his great fur cap hachlng between his ears 

‘A cat?’ said Speedwell, wide-eyed 

‘That’s no cat!’ said Bigwig, his hps diawn back in a 
stiffened, unnatural grimace ‘That’s no cat! Don’t you 
know what it 1s? Your mother — He broke off Then he 
said, very low, ‘Your mother told you, didn’t she?’ 

‘Not’ cried Dandelion, ‘No! It’s some bird — some rat — 
wounded ~’ 

Bigwig stood up His back was arched and his head 
nodded on his stiffened neck 

‘The Black Rabbit of Inlé,’ he whispered ‘What else — in 
a place lhe this?’ 

‘Don’t talh like that!’ said Hazel He could feel himself 
trembling, and braced his legs against the sides of the 
narrow cut 

Suddenly the noise sounded again, nearer and now there 
could be no mistake What they heard was the voice of a 
rabbit, but changed out of all recognition It might have 
come from the cold spaces of the dark sky outside, so un- 
earthly and desolate was the sound At first there was only a 
wailing Then, distinct and beyond mistaking, they heard — 
they all heard ~ words 

‘Zorn! Zorn! * cried the dreadful, squealing voice ‘All 
dead! O zorn!’ 


Dandelon whimpered Bigwig was scuffing into the 
ground 


*Zorn means ‘finished’ or ‘destroyed’, ın the sense of some terrible 
catastrophe 


- 
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‘Be quiet!’ said Hazel, ‘and stop kicking that earth over 
me! I want to listen’ 


At that moment, quite distinctly, the voice cried, 
*Thiayl! O Thlayl!’ 

At this, all four rabbits felt the trance of utter panic. They 
grew rigid. Then Bigwig, his eyes set in a fixed, glazed stare, 
began to jerk his way up the ditch towards the opening. 
“You have to go,’ he muttered, so thickly that Hazel could 
hardly catch the words ‘You have to go when he calls you. 

Hazel felt so much frightened that he could no longer 
collect his wits As on the river bank, his surroundings be- 
came unreal and dream-like. Who — or what — was calling 
Bigwig by name? How could any living creature in this 
- place know his name? Only one idea remained to him - 
Bigwig must be prevented from going out, for he was help- 
less. He scrambled past him, pressing him against the side of 
the ditch 

“Stay where you are,’ he said, panting ‘Whatever sort of 
rabbit ıt ıs, I’m going to see for myself? Then, his legs almost 
giving way beneath him, he pulled himself out into the 
open 

For a few moments he could see little or nothing; but the 
smells of dew and elder-bloom were unchanged and his nose 
brushed against cool grass-blades. He sat up and looked 


about him. There was no creature near-by. 

*Who’s there?’ he said. 

There was silence, and he was about to speak again when 
the voice replied, ‘Zorn! O zorn!’ 

It came from the hedge along the side of the field. Hazel 
turned towards the sound and in a few moments made out, 


a a clump of hemlock, the hunched shape of a rabbit. 


€ approached it and said, ‘Who are you?’ but there was 


AD ly Ashe hesitated, he heard a movement behind him. 
Pm here, Hazel, said Dandelion, in a kind of choking 
gasp. 


Together they went closer. The figure did not move as 
they came up In the faint starlight they both saw a rabbit 
as real as themselves: a rabbit ın the last stages of exhaustion, 
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its bach legs trailing behind its flattened rump as though 
paralysed a rabbit that stared, whitc-cyed, from one side to 
the other, seemg nothing, yet finding no respite from its fear, 
and then fell to liching wretchedly at one ripped and bloody 
ear that drooped across its face a rarbhit that suddenly cried 
and walcd as though entreating the Thousand to come 
from every quartu to rid it of a misery too terrible to be 
borne 
It was Captain Holly of the Sandlcford Owsla 


20 A Honeycomb and a Mouse 


His face was that of one who has undergone 1 long journey 
The Epic of Gilgamesh 


In the Sandleford warren, Holly had been a rabbit of conse- 
quence He was greatly relied upon by the Threarah and 
had more than once carried out difficult orders with a good 
deal of courage During the early spring, when a fox had 
moved into a neighbouring copse, Holly, with two or three 
volunteers, had hept ıt steadily under observation for several 
days and reported all its movements, until one evening ıt 
left as suddenly as ıt had come Although he had decided on 
his own initiative to arrest Bigwig, he had not the reputation 
of being vindictive He was, rather, a stander of no nonsense 
who knew when duty was done and did 1t himself Sound, 
unassuming, conscientious, a bit lacking in the rabbit sense 
of mischief, he was something of the born second-in- 
command There could have been no question of trying to 
persuade him to leave the warren with Hazel and Fiver To 
find him under Watership Down at all, therefore, was 
astonishing enough But to find him m such a condition was 
all but incredible 

In the first moments after they had recognized the poor 


148 ON WATERSHIP DOWN 


creature under the hemlock, Hazel and Dandelion felt a 
pletely stupefied, as though they had come e a a ite 
underground or a stream that flowed uphill. They Anes 
trust their senses. The voice in the dark had prove we 
be supernatural, but the reality was a erat ae ; 
How could Captain Holly be here, at the foot o the i 
And what could have reduced him — of all rabbits — 

? . 
Hazel pulled himself together. Whatever the sel an oe 
‘might be, the immediate need was to take first things = i 

They were in open country, at night, away from a es 
but an overgrown ditch, with a rabbit who smelt : ne F 
was crying uncontrollably and looked as though he = a 
not move There might very well be a stoat on his eka 
this moment If they were going to help him they had be 

ick. a 

be cane tell Bigwig who it 1s,’ he said to Dandelion, ee 
come back with him. Send Speedwell up the hill to the other 
and tell him to make it clear that no one 1s to come down. 
‘They couldn’t help and it would only add to the risk. i 
Dandelion had no sooner gone than Hazel became awar 
that something else was moving in the hedge. But he had 
time to wonder what ıt might be, for almost immediately 
another rabbıt appeared and lmped to where Holly was 
lying 


‘You must help us if you can,’ he said to Hazel ake ya 
had a very bad time and my master’s ill. Can we get unde 
ground here?’ 


Hazel recognized hım as one of the rabbits who had come 
to arrest Bigwig, but he did not know his name. 


“Why did you stay in the hedge and leave him to crawl 
about in the open?’ he asked 


“Tran away when I heard 
rabbit ‘I couldn’t 
were ehl and ther 
don’t think I coul 


“Do you know 
answer, 


you coming,’ replied the other 
get the captain to move. I thought 
e was no point in staying to be killed. 

d fight a field-mouse ° 

me >’ said Hazel. But before the other could 
Dandelion and Bigwig came out of the darkness 
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Bigwig stared at Holly for a moment and then crouched 
before him and touched noses 
‘Holly, this 1s Thlayh,’ he said ‘You were callmg me’ 
Holly did not answer, but only stared fixedly bach at him 
Bigwig loohed up ‘Who’s that who came with him?’ he 
said ‘Oh, it’s you, Bluebell How many more of you?’ 
‘No more,’ said Bluebell He was about to go on when 
Holly spoke 
‘Thlayh,’ he said ‘So we have found you’ 
He sat up with difficulty and looked round at them 
‘You're Hazel, aren’t you?’ he asked ‘And that’s ~ oh, I 
should know, but I’m in very poor shape, I’m afraid ? 
‘It’s Dandelion,’ said Hazel ‘Listen —I can see that you’re 
exhausted, but we can’t stay here We’re1n danger Can you 
come with us to our holes?’ 
‘Captain,’ said Bluebell, ‘do you hnow what the first 
blade of grass said to the second blade of grass?’ 
Hazel looked at him sharply, but Holly replied, ‘Well?’ 
‘It said, “Look, there’s a rabbit! We’re in danger!” ’ 
‘This 1s no tıme —’ began Hazel 
“Don’t silence him,’ said Holly ‘We wouldn’t be here at 
all without his blue-tit’s chatter Yes, I can go now Is it 
far?’ 
“Not too far,’ sard Hazel, thinking ıt all too likely that 
Holly would never get there 
It took a long time to climb the hill Hazel made them 
separate, himself remaining with Holly and Bluebell, while 
Bigwig and Dandelion went out to either side Holly was 
forced to stop several times and Hazel, full of fear, had hard 
work to suppress his impatience Only when the moon 
began to rise — the edge of its great disc growing brighter and 
brighter on the skyline below and behind them — did he at 
last beg Holly to hurry As he spoke he saw, ın the white 
light, Pipkin coming down to meet them 
“What are you doing?’ he said sternly ‘I told Speedwell 
no one was to come down ° 
“It isn’t Speedwell’s fault,’ said Pipkin ‘You stood by me 
at the river, so I thought I’d come and look for you, Hazel 


` 
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Anyway, the holes are just here Is it really Captain Holly 
you've found?’ 

Bigwig and Dandclion approached. 

‘PI tell you what,’ said Bigwig ‘These two will need to 
rest for a good long time. Suppose Piphin here and Dande- 
lon take them to an empty burrow and stay with them as 
long as they want? The rest of us had better keep away until 
they feel better.’ 


“Yes, that’s best,’ said Hazel. ‘PI go up with you 
now ’ 

They ran the short distance to the thorn-trees. All the 
other rabbits were above ground, waiting and whispering 
together 

“Shut up,’ said Bigwig, before anyone had asked a ques- 
tion ‘Yes, 1t ıs Holly, and Bluebell 1s with him — no one else. 
They’re ın a bad way and they’re not to be troubled. We’ll 
leave this hole empty for them Now I’m going underground 
myself and so will you if you’ve got any sense’ 

But before he went, Bigwig turned to Hazel and said, 

. “You got yourself out of that ditch down there instead of me, 
didn’t you, Hazel? I shan’t forget that’ 

Hazel remembered Buckthorn’s leg and took him down 
with him Speedwell and Silver followed them. 

‘I say, what’s happened, Hazel?’ asked Silver. ‘It must 
be something very bad. Holly would never leave the 
Threarah ° 

‘I don’t know,’ replied Hazel, 
else yet We’ll have to wait until t 
running but I don’t think Bluebel 
do this leg of Buckthorn’s ° 


The wound was a great deal better and soon Hazel fell 
asleep. 
The next day was as hot and cloudless as the last Neither 
Pipkin nor Dandelion were at morning silflay; and Hazel 
relentlessly took the others up to the beech hanger to go on 
with the digging He questioned Strawberry about the great 
urrow and learned that its ceiling, as well as being vaulted 
with a tangle of fibres, was strengthened by roots going 


‘and neither does anyone 
omorrow Holly may stop 
I will Now let me alone to 
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vertically down into the floor He remarked that he had not 
noticed these 
‘There aren’t many, but they’re smportant,’ said Straw- 
berry ‘They take a lot of the load If ıt weren’t for those 
roots the ceiling would fall after heavy rain On stormy 
nights you could sense the extra weight ın the earth above, 
but there was no danger ° 
Hazel and Bigwig went underground with him The 
beginnings of the new warren had been hollowed out among 
the roots of one of the beech trees It was still no more than a 
small, irregular cave with one entrance They set to work to 
enlarge it, digging between the roots and tunnelling up- 
wards to make a second run that would emerge inside the 
wood After a time Strawberry stopped digging and began 
moving about between the roots, sniffing, biting and 
scuffling ın the soil with his front paws Hazel supposed that 
he was tired and pretending to be busy while he had a rest, 
but at length he came back to them and said that he had 
some suggestions 
“It’s this way,’ he explamed ‘There 1sn’t a big spread of 
fine roots above here That was a lucky chance ın the great 
burrow and I don’t think we can expect to find itagain But 
all the same, we can do pretty well with what we’ve got ° 
‘And what have we got?’ ashed Blackberry, who had come 
down the run while he was tallung 
“Well, we’ve got several thick roots that go straight down — 
more than there were in the great burrow The best thing 
will be to dig round them and leave them They shouldn’t 
be gnawed through and taken out We shall need them if 
we're going to have a hall of any size’ 
“Then our hall will be full of these thick, vertical roots?’ 
asked Hazel He felt disappointed 
“Yes, ıt will,’ said Strawberry, ‘but I can’t see that it’s 
gomg to be any the worse for that We can go in and out 
among them and they won’t hinder anyone who’s talking or 
teling a story They'll make the place warmer and they'll 


help to conduct sound from above, which mught be useful 
some time or other’ 
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The excavation of the hall (which came to be known 
among them as the Honeycomb) turned out to be something 
of a triumph for Strawberry. Hazel contented himself with 
organizing the diggers and left it to Strawberry to say what 
was actually to be done The work went on in shifts and the 
rabbits took it in turns to feed, play and lie ın the sun above 
ground. Throughout the day the solitude remained un- 
broken by noise, men, tractors or even cattle, and they 
began to feel still more deeply what they owed to Fivers 
insight. By the late afternoon the big burrow was beginning 
to take shape. At the north end, the beech roots formed a 
kind of irregular colonnade This gave way to a more open, 
central space: and beyond, where there were no supporting 
roots, Strawberry left blocks of the earth untouched, so that 
the south end consisted of three or four separate bays These 
narrowed into low-roofed runs that led away into sleeping 
burrows. 

Hazel, much better pleased now that he could see for 
himself how the business was going to turn out, was sitting 
with Silver ın the mouth of the run, when suddenly there 
was a stamping of ‘Hawk! Hawk!’ and a dash for cover by 
the rabbits outside. Hazel, safe where he was, remained 
looking out past the shadow of the wood to the open, sunlit 
grass beyond. The kestrel sailed into view and took up 
station, the black-edged flange of its tail bent down and its 

pointed wings beating rapidly as it searched the down below. 

‘But do you think it would attack us?’ asked Hazel, 
watching it drop lower and recommence its poised fluttering. 
“Surely it’s too small?’ 

“You’re probably right,’ replied Silver. ‘All the same, 
would you care to go out there and start feeding?’ 

‘Pd like to try Standing up to some of these elil,’ said 
Bigwig, who had come up the run behind them. ‘We’re 
afraid of too many. But a bird from the air would be 
awkward, especially if it came fast. It might get the better of 
even a big rabbit if ıt took him by surprise ° 

See the mouse?’ said Silver suddenly. ‘There, look. Poor 
little beast ° 
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They could all see the field-mouse, which was exposed in a 
patch of smooth grass It had evidently strayed too far from 
its hole and now could not tell what to do The kestrel’s 
shadow had not passed over 1t, but the rabbits’ sudden dıs- 
appearance had made it uneasy and ıt was pressed to the 
ground, looking uncertainly this way and that The kestrel 
had not yet seen ıt, but could hardly fail to do so as soon as 
it moved 

‘Any moment now,’ said Bigwig callously 

On an impulse, Hazel hopped down the bank and went a 
little way into the open grass Mice do not speak Lapine, but 
there ıs a very stmple, lımıted lingua franca of the hedgerow 
and woodland Hazel used ıt now 

‘Run,’ he said ‘Here, quich ° 

The mouse looked at him but did not move Hazel spoke 
again and the mouse began suddenly to run towards him as 
the kestrel turned and slid sideways and downwards Hazel 
hastened bach to the hole Looking out, he saw the mouse 
following him When it had almost reached the foot of the 
bank ıt scuttered over a fallen twig with two or three green 

leaves The twig turned, one of the leaves caught the sun- 
light slanting through the trees and Hazel saw ıt flash for an 
instant Immediately the kestrel came lower in an oblique 
glide, closed 1ts wings and dropped 

Before Hazel could spring back from the mouth of the 
hole, the mouse had dashed between his front paws and was 
pressed to the ground between his back legs At the same 
moment the kestrel, all beak and talons, hit the loose earth 
immediately outside hke a mussile thrown from the tree 
above It scuffled savagely and for an instant the three 
rabbits saw its round, dark eyes looking straight down the 
run Then it was gone The speed and force of the pounce, 
not a length away, were terrifying and Hazel leapt bach- 
wards, knocking Silver off his balance They picked them- 
selves up in silence 

“Like to try standing up to that one?’ said Silver, looking 
round at Bigwig ‘Let me know when Pll come and 
watch ° 
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‘Hazel,’ said Bigwig. ‘I know you’1e not stupid, but what 
did we get out of that? Are you going in for protecting every 
mole and shrew that can’t get underground ?’ 

The mouse had not moved. It was sull crouching a little 
inside the run, on a level with their heads and outlined 
against the light. Hazel could see ıt watching him. 

‘Perhaps hawk not gone,’ he said ‘You stay now. Go 
later ° 

Bigwig was about to speak again when Dandelion ap- 
peared in the mouth of the hole He looked at the mouse, 
pushed it gently aside and came down the run. 

‘Hazel,’ he said, ‘I thought I ought to come and tell you 
about Holly He’s much better this evening, but he had a 
_ very bad night and so did we Every time he seemed to be 

going to sleep, he kept starting up and crying. I thought he 
was going out of his mind. Pipkin kept talking to him — he 
was first-rate — and he seems to set a lot of store by Bluebell. 
Bluebell kept on making jokes He was worn out before the 
morning and so were the lot of us — we’ve been sleeping all 
day Holly’s been more or less himself since he woke up this 
afternoon, and he’s been up to silflay. He asked where you 
and = others would be tomght and as I didn’t know I came 
to ask.’ 

“Is he fit to talk to us, then?’ asked Bigwig 

‘I think so. It would be the best thing for him, if I’m any 
Judge: and if he was with all of us together he’d be less likely 

to have another bad night ’ 
‘Well, where are we going to sleep?’ said Silver. 

Hazel considered The Honeycomb was still rough-dug 

and half-finished, but ıt would probably be as comfortable 
as the holes under the thorn-trees Besides, 1f1t proved other- 


wise, they would have all the more inducement to improve 
it To know that they were actually making use of their day’s 
hard work would please everybody and they were hkely to 
prefer this to a third night in the chalk holes. 


Re think here,’ he said. ‘ But we’ll see how the others 


ç T b = 
What’s this mouse doing in here?’ asked Dandelion. 
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Hazel explained Dandelion was as puzzled as Bigwig 
had been 

‘Well, I?ll admit I hadn’t any particular idea when I 
went out to help it,’ said Hazel ‘I have now, though, and 
Til esplai later what itis But first ofall, Bigwig and I ought 
to go and talk to Holly And Dandehon, you go and tell the 
rest what you told me, will you, and see what they want to 
do tonight?’ 

They found Holly with Bluebell and Pipkin, on the turf 
by the ant-hill where Dandelion had first looked over the 
down Holly was sniffing at a purple orchis The head of 
mauve blooms rocked gently on its stem as he pushed his 
nose against it 

‘Don’t frighten it, master,’ said Bluebell ‘It might fly 
away Aftér all, it’s got a lot of spots to choose from Look at 
them all over the leaves ° 

‘Oh, get along with you, Bluebell,’ answered Holly good- 
humouredly ‘We need to learn about the ground here Half 
the plants are strange to me This isn’t one to eat, but at least 
there’s plenty of burnet and that’s always good’ A fly 
settled on his wounded ear and he winced and shook his 
head 

Hazel was glad to see that Holly was evidently in better 
spirits He began to say that he hoped he felt well enough to 

join the others, but Holly soon interrupted him with ques- 
tions 

‘Are there many of you?’ he asked 

‘Hrar, said Bigwig 

‘All that left the warren with you?’ 

‘Every one,’ replied Hazel proudly 

‘No one hurt?’ 

‘Oh, several have been hurt, one way and anothei ° 

‘Never a dull moment, really,’ said Bigwig 

“Who’s this coming? I don’t know him’ 

Strawberry came running down from the hanger and as 
he joined them began to make the same curious, dancing 
gesture of head and fore-paws which they had first seen in 
the rainy meadow before they entered the great burrow He 
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checked himself in some confusion and, to forestall Bigwig’s 
rebuke, spoke to Hazel at once. 


‘Hazel-rah,’ he said (Holly looked startled but sad 
nothing) ‘everyone wants to stay in the new warren tonight: 
and they're all hoping that Captain Holly will feel able to 
tell them what’s happened and how he came here. 

“Well, naturally, we all want to know,’ said Hazel to 
Holly ‘This is Strawberry. He joined us on our journey and 
we've been glad to have him. But do you think you can 
manage ıt?’ 

‘I can manage it,’ said Holly. ‘But I must warn you that 
it will strike the frost into the heart of every rabbit that 
hears ıt ’ 

Fe himself looked so sad and dark as he spoke that no one 
made any reply, and after a few moments all six rabbits 
made their way up the slope in silence When they reached 
the corner of the wood, they found the others feeding or 
basking in the evening sun on the north side of the beech 
trees After a glance round among them Holly went up to 
Silver, who was feeding with Fiver in a patch of yellow 
trefoil 

‘Tm glad to see you here, Silver,’ he said. 
had a rough time.’ 


‘It hasn’t been easy, answered Silver. ‘Hazel’s done 
wonders and we owe a lot to Fiver here as well.’ 
‘I’ve heard of you,’ said Holly, turning to Fiver. ‘You're 
the rabbit who saw ıt all coming. You talked to the 
Threarah, didn’t you?’ 


‘He talked to me,’ said Fiver, 
‘If only he 
now, till acor 


‘I hear you’ve 


» but he must be good or you’d all be 
dead, and this is no 
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Yes, I will,’ sard Silver 

Bigwig came up ‘I know it’s not owl-time yet,’ he said, 
‘but everyone’s so cage: to hear you, Holly, that they want 
to go underground at once Will that suit you?’ 

‘Underground ®’ 1ephed Holly ‘But how can you all hear 
me underground? I was expecting to talh here’ 

‘Come and sce,’ said Bigwig 

Holly and Blucbell were impressed by the Honeycomb 

‘This 1s something quite new,’ said Holly ‘What keeps 
the roof up?’ 

‘It doesn’t need to be hept up,’ said Bluebell ‘It’s right up 
the hill already ° 

‘An idea we found on the way,’ said Bigwig 

‘Lying in a field,’ said Bluebell ‘It’s all ught, master, Pl 
be quict while you’re speaking ’ 

‘Yes, you must,’ said Holly ‘Soon no one will want 
jokes’ 

Almost all the rabbits had followed them down The 
Honcycomb, though big enough for everybody, was not so 
ary as the great burrow and on this June evening ıt seemed 
somewhat close 

“We can easily make ıt cooler, you know,’ said Strawberry 
to Hazel ‘In the great burrow they used to open tunnels for 
the summer and close them for the winter We can dig 
another run on the evening side tomorrow and pich up the 
breeze’ 

Hazel was just going to ash Holly to begin when Speed- 
well came down the eastern run ‘Hazel,’ he said, ‘your — er 
~ visitor — your mouse He wants to speak to you’ 

‘Oh, Td forgotten him,’ said Hazel ‘Where 1s he?’ 

“Up the run’ 

Hazel went up The mouse was waiting at the top 

“You go now?’ said Hazel ‘You think safe?’ 

“Go now,’ said the mouse ‘No wait owl Buta what I hhe 
asay You ’elp a mouse One time a mouse ’elp a you You 

want ’im, ’e come’ 

‘Frith n a pond!’ muttered Bigwig, farther down the run 
‘And so will all his brothers and sisters I dare say the 


“ 
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place’ll be crawling. Why don’t you ask them to dig us 4 
burrow or two, Hazel?’ 

Hazel watched the mouse make off into the long grass. 
Then he returned to the Honeycomb and settled down near 
Holly, who had just begun to speak. 


21. ‘For El-ahrairah to Cry’ 


Love the animals God has given them the rudiments of thought and 
Joy untroubled, Don’t trouble ıt, don’t harass them, don’t deprive 
them of thar happiness, don’t work against God’s intent. 


Dostoevsky The Brothers Karamazov 


Acts of injustice done 
Between the setting and the rising sun 
In history lie like bones, each one. 


W. H. Auden The Ascent of F 6 


‘The night you left the warren, the Owsla were turned out 
to look for you. How long ago it seems now! We followed 
your scent down to the brook, but when we told the 
Threarah that you appeared to have set off downstream, he 
said there was no point in risking lives by following you. If 
you were gone, you were gone But anyone who came back 
was to be arrested So then I called off the search. 
‘Nothing unusual happened the next day. There was a 
certain amount of talk about Fiver and the rabbits who'd 


gone with him Everyone knew that Fiver had said that 
something bad was 


going to happen and all sorts of rumours 
started A lot of rabbits said there was nothing in ıt, but some 
thought that Fiver might have foreseen men with guns and 
ferrets. That was th 


e worst thing anyone could think of ~ 
that or the white blindness, 


n ‘Willow and I talked things over with the Threarah. 
a Se rabbits, " he said, “who claim to have the second 
sight ~ I’ve known one or two in my time But it’s not usually 
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were — three or four, I suppose. They had long, black legs 
and they were burning white sticks in their mouths They 
didn’t seem to be gomg anywhere. They began walking 
slowly about in the rain, looking at the hedges and the bt ook. 
After a time they crossed the brook and came clumping UP 
towards the warren Whenever they came to a rabbit-hole, 
one of them would prod at it, and they kept talking all the 
tıme I remember the smell of the elder bloom ın the ram 
and the smell of the white sticks. Later, when they came 
closer, I slipped underground again I could hear them for 
some time, thumping about and talking. I kept thinking; 
“Well, they’ve got no guns and no ferrets ” But somehow 
didn’t like ıt ° 

“What did the Threarah say?’ asked Silver. 

‘Tve no idea I didn’t ask him and neither did anyone else 
as far as I know. I went to sleep and when I woke there was 
no sound up above It was evening and I decided to silflay- 
The rain had settled ın, but I pottered round and fed for a 
while all the same I couldn’t see that anything was altered, 
except that here and there the mouth of a hole had been 
poked in 

‘The next morning was clear and fine. Everyone was out 
for silflay as usual I remember Nightshade told the 
Threarah that he ought to be careful not to tire himself now 
that he was getting on in years. and the Threarah said he d 
show him who was getting on in years and cuffed him and 
pushed him down the bank It was all quite good-humoured, 
you know, but he did ıt just to show Nightshade that the 
Chief Rabbit was still a match for him I was going out for 
lettuces that morning and for some reason or other I’d 
decided to go alone’ 

‘Three’s the usual number for a lettuce-party,’ said 
Bigwig 

“Yes, I know three used to be the usual number, but there 
was some special reason why I went alone that day Oh yes; 
I remember — I wanted to see if there were any early carrots 
~ I thought they might just be ready — and I reckoned that 
uf I was going hunting about in a strange part of the garden 
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Pd be better off by myself I was out most of the morning 
and it can’t have been long before ni-Tiith when I came 
bach through the wood I was coming down Silent Bank -~ I 
nov most rabbits preferred the Giccn Loose, but I nearly 
always went by Silent Ban? I'd got into the open part of the 
wood, where it comes down towards the old fence, when I 
noticed a hrududu in the lane at the top of the opposite 
slope It was standing at the gate by the board and a lot of 
men were gettmg out There was a boy with them and he 
hada gun They took down some big, Jong things — I don’t 
know how to describe them to you — they were made of the 
same sort of stuff as a hrududu and they must hive been 
heavy, because ıt took two men to carry one of them The 
men cirried these things into the ficld and the few rabbits 
who were above ground went down I didn’t Td scen the 
gun and I thought they were probably going to use ferrets 
and perhaps nets So I stayed where I was and watched 
I thought, “As soon as I’m sure what they’re up to, I’ll go 
and warn the Threarah ” 

‘There was more talking and more white stichs Men 
never hurry, do they? Then onc of them got a spade and 
began filling in the mouths of all the holes he could find 
Every hole he came to, he cut out the turf above and 
pushed ıt into the hole That puzzled me, because with 
ferrets they want to drive the rabbits out But I was expect- 
ing that they’d Ieave a few holes open and net them 
although that would have been a foolish way to ferret, 
because a rabbit that went up a blocked run would be killed 
underground and then the man wouldn’t get his ferret back 
very easily, you know °’ 

“Don’t make it too grim, Holly,’ said Hazel, for Pipkin 
was shuddering at the thought of the blocked run and the 
pursuing ferret 

‘Too gam?’ rephed Holly bitterly ‘I’ve hardly started 
yet Would anyone like to go away?’ No one moved and 
after a few moments he continued 

“Then another of the men fetched some long, thin, bend- 
ing things I haven’t got words for all these men-things, but 
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they were something like lengths of very thick a 
Each of the men took one and put it on one of the o 
things There was a kind of hissing noise and — and — ee 2 
know you must find this difficult to understand, but t n d 
began to turn bad For some reason I got a strong scen s 
this stuff that came out of the bramble-things, even a 
I was some way off: and I couldn’t see or think I en ie 
be falling I tried to jump up and run, but I didn’t acu 
where I was and I found I’d run down to the edge o 
wood, towards the men I stopped just in time. I ise 
bewildered and I’d lost all idea of warning the Threarah. 
After that I just sat where I was. 4 
‘The Ae a bramble into each hole they’d left open 
and after that nothing happened for a while. And then I rae 
Scabious — you remember Scabious? He came out of a ho : 
along the hedge — one they hadn’t noticed I could see a 
once that he’d smelt this stuff He didn’t know what he was 
doing The men didn’t see him for a few moments and a 
one of them stuck out his arm to show where he was and t 
boy shot him He didn’t lall him — Scabious began to ane 
- and one of the men went over and picked him up and h 
him, I really believe he may not have suffered very muc s 
because the bad air had turned him sully: but I wish I hadn 
scenit After that, the man stopped up the hole that Scabious 
had come out of , 
‘By this tıme the poisoned air must have been spreading 

through the runs and burrows underground I can umagine 
what it must have been like —? 


- “You can’t,’ said Bluebell Holly stopped and after a 
pause Bluebell went on 


‘I heard the commotion beginning before I smelt the stuff 
mysclf The does seemed to get it first and some of them 
began trying to get out. But the ones who had litters wouldn’t 


leave the kittens and they were attacking any rabbit who 
came near them Th 


cy wanted to fight — to protect the 
kittens, you know. Very soon the runs were crammed with 
rabbits clawin 


g and clambering over each other They went 


up the runs they were accustomed to use and found them 
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blocked Some managed to turn round, but they couldn’t 
get back because of the rabbits coming up And then the 
runs began to be blocked lower down with dead rabbits and 
the live rabbits tore them to pieces 
‘I shall never hnow how I got away with what I did It 
was a chance in a thousand I was in a burrow near one of 
the holes that the men were using They made a lot of noise 
putting the bramble thing ın and I’ve got an idea ıt wasn’t 
working properly As soon as I picked up the smell of the 
stuff I jumped out of the burrow, but I was still fairly clear- 
headed I came up the run just as the men were talung the 
bramble out again They were all looking at ıt and talking 
and they didn’t sce me I turned round, actually in the 
mouth of the hole, and went down again 
‘Do you remember the Slach Run? I suppose hardly a 
rabbit went down there m our lifetime ~ it was so very deep 
and it didn’t lead anywhere ın particular No one knows 
even who made ıt Frith must have guided me, for I went 
straight down into the Slack Run and began creeping along 
1t I was actually digging at times It was all loose earth and 
fallen stones There were all sorts of forgotten shafts and 
drops that led ın from above, and down those were coming 
the most terrible sounds — cries for help, kittens squealing for 
their mothers, Owsla trying to give orders, rabbits cursing 
and fighting each other Once a rabbit came tumbling down 
one of the shafts and his claws just scratched me, like a horse- 
chestnut burr falling in autumn It was Celandine and he 
was dead I had to tear at him before I could get over him ~ 
the place was so low and narrow — and then I went on I 
could smell the bad arr, but I was so deep down that I must 
have been beyond the worst of it 
“Suddenly I found there was another rabbit with me He 
was the only one I met in the whole length of the Slack Run 
Tt was Pimpernel and I could tell at once that he was in a 
bad way He was splutterıng and gasping, but he was able 
to keep going He asked if I was all mght, but all I said was, 
a o nere do we get out?” “I can show you that,” he said, 
1f you can help me along ” So I followed him and every 
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time he stopped — he kept forgetting where we were ~ : 
shoved him hard. I even bit him once. I was terrified tha 
he was going to die and block the run At last we began to 
come up and I could smell fresh air. We found we’d got into 
one of those runs that Jed out into the wood.’ 

‘The men had done their work badly (resumed Holly). 
Either they didn’t know about the wood holes or they 
couldn’t be bothered to come and block them. Almost every 
rabbit that came up in the field was shot, but I saw two get 
away One was Nose-in-the-Air, but I don’t remember who 
the other was The noise was very frightening and I would 
have run myself, but I kept waiting to see whether the 
Threarah would come. After a while I began to realize that 
there were a few other rabbits in the wood Pine-needles was 
there, I remember, and Butterbur and Ash. I got hold of all 
I could and told them to sit tight under cover. , 

“After a long tame the men finished. They took the bramble 
things out of the holes and the boy put the bodies on 4 
stick ~’ 

Holly stopped and pressed his nose under Bigwig’s flank. 

“Well, never mind about that bit,’ said Hazel ina steady 
voice ‘Tell us how you came away.’ 

“Before that happened (said Holly), a great hrududu 
came into the field from the lane It wasn’t the one the men 
came in It was very noisy and it was yellow — as yellow as 
charlock’ and im front there was a great silver, shining thing 
that it held in its huge front paws. I don’t know how tO 
describe it to you It looked like Inlé, but 1t was broad and 
not so bright. And this thing — how can I tell you? — it tore 
the ficld to bits It destroyed the field.’ 

He stopped again 

‘Captain,’ said Silver, ‘we all know you’ve seen things 
bad beyond telling But surely that’s not quite what you 
mean?’ 

‘Upon my bfe (said Holly, trembling), it buried itself in 
the ground and pushed great masses of earth in front of it 
unul the field was destroyed. The whole place became like a 
cattle-wade m winter and you could no longer tell where 
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any part of the field had been, between the wood and the 
brook Earth and roots and grass and bushes ıt pushed be- 
fore ıt and — and other things as well, from underground 
‘After a long time I went back through the wood I’d 
forgotten any idea of collecting other rabbits, but there were 
three who jomed me all the same — Bluebell here and 
Pimpernel and young Toadflax Toadflax was the only 
member of the Owsla I’d seen and I asked him about the 
Threarah, but he couldn’t talk any kind of sense I never 
found out what happened to the Threarah I hope he died 
quichly 
‘Pimpernel was hght-headed — chattering nonsense — and 
Bluebell and I weren’t much better For some reason all I 
could think of was Bigwig I remembered how I’d gone to 
arrest him — to kill him, really ~ and I felt I had to find him 
and tell him I’d been wrong and this idea was all the sense 
T had left The four of us went wandermg away and we 
must have gone almost ın a half-circle, because after a long 
time we came to the brook, below what had been our 
field We followed ıt down into a big wood, and that night, 
while we were still in the wood, Toadflax died He was 
clear-headed for a short tıme before and I remember some- 
thing he said Bluebell had been saying that he knew the 
men hated us for raiding their crops and gardens and Toad- 
flax answered, “That wasn’t why they destroyed the 
warren It was just because we were in their way They 
killed us to suit themselves ” Soon after that he went to sleep 
and a httle later, when we were alarmed by some noise or 
other, we tried to wake him and realized he was dead 
“We left him lying where he was and went on until we 
reached the river I needn’t describe ıt because I Lnow you 
were all there It was morning by this time We thought you 
might be somewhere near and we began to go along the 
bank, upstream, looking for you It wasn’t long before we 
found the place where you must have crossed There were 
trachs — a great many ~ in the sand under a steep bank, and 
hraha about three days old The trachs didn’t go upstream 
or downstream so I hnew you must have gone over I swam 
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e 
across and found more tracks on the other sıde’ so ar 
others came over too The river a high. I suppo 

ave had it easier, before all the rain . 
_ ne hike the fields on the other side of the ae l 
There was a man with a gun who kept walking T a 
T took the other two on, across a road, and soon n see : 
a bad place — all heather and soft, black earth k ee 
hard tıme there, but agam I came upon hraka se cane 
days old and no sign of holes or rabbits, so I thoug hace 
was a chance that they were yours. Bluebell was a eo 
but Pimpernel was feverish and I was afraid he was g 
too. 
Then we had a bit of luck ~ or so we thought at oe ne 
That night we fell in with a hlessi on the edge of the he 


ed 
~an old, tough rabbit with his nose all scratched and scarr 
~ and he told us t 


showed us which wa 


rey Were great, big fellows and they had a very odd smell. 
It was like ~ well, like —? 


“We know what 1t was like,” said Fiver. 


‘I thought you probably did Then one of them said, “My 
name’s Cowshp., Who are you and what are you domg 


here?” I didn’t like the way he spoke, but I couldn’t see that 
they had any rea 


3 
son to wish us harm, so I told him that we’d 
had a bad tame and come a long way and that we were 
looking for some rabbits from our warren — Hazel, Fiver an 
Bigwig As soon as I said those names this rabbit turned to 
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the others and cried, “I knew it! Tear them to pieces!” 
And they all set on us One of them got me by the ear and 
ripped ıt up before Bluebell could pull him off We were 
fighting the lot of them I was so much tahen by surprise that 
T couldn’t do a great deal at first But the funny thing was 
that although they were so big and yelling for our blood, 
they couldn’t fight at all they obviously didn’t know the 
first thing about fighting Blucbell knocked down a couple 
twice his size and although my ear was pouring with blood 
I was never really in danger All the same they were too 
many for us, and we had to 1un Blucbell and I had just got 
clear of the ditch when we realized that Pimpernel was still 
there He was ll, as I told you, and he didn’t wake in time 
So after all he’d been through, poor Pimpernel was killed by 
rabbits What do you think of that?’ 
‘I think ıt was a damned shame,’ said Strawberry, before 
anyone else could speak 
“We were running down the fields, beside a little stream 
Holly went on) Some of these rabbits were still chasing us 
and suddenly I thought “Well, Pil have one of them any- 
way ™ I didn’t care for the idea of doing nothing more than 
just run away to save our shins ~ not after Pumpernel I saw 
that this Cowslip was ahead of the others and out on his own, 
so I let him catch me up and then I suddenly turned and 
went for him I had him down and I was just going to rip 
up when he squealed out, “I can tell you where your 
friends have gone ” “Hurry up, then,” I said, with my back 
legs braced ın his stomach “They've gone to the hills,” he 
Panted “The high hills you can see away over there They 
went yesterday morning ” I pretended not to believe him 
and acted as though I was gomg to kll him But he didn’t 
alter his story, so I scratched him and let him go and away 
we came It was clear weather and we could see the hills 
plamly enough 
‘After that we had the worst time of all Ifit hadn’t been 
for Bluebell’s jokes and chatter we'd have stopped running 
or certain ° 
‘Hraha one end, jokes the other,’ said Bluebell ‘I used to 
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i t 
roll a joke along the ground and we both followed it. Tha 
was how we kept going ’ 7 

‘I can’t h tell you much about the rest of o 
Holly). My ear was terrıbly painful and all the oa 
thinking that Pimpernel’s death was my fault. | eo 
gone to sleep he wouldn’t have died Once we trie 
again, but my dreams were more than I could sae sie 
out of my mind, really. I had only this one idea — pant 
Bigwig and tell him that he’d been right to leave the ie 

‘At last we reached the hills, just at nightfall of the a 
day. We were past caring — we came over the flat, open na 
at owl-time. I don’t know what I’d been a or 
know how you let yourself think that everything wi ee 
right if you can only get to a certain place or do ac He 
thing But when you get there you find it’s not that an i 
I suppose Pd had some sort of foolish notion that is 
would be waiting to meet us We found the hills a os 
mous — bigger than anything we’d ever seen No woo hae 
cover, no rabbits: and night setting in. And then everyt ss 
scemed to go to pieces I saw Scabious, as plain as ae a8 
heard him crying too: and I saw the Threarah and To 


flax and Pimpernel I tried to talk to them I was calling 
Bigwig, but I didn’t re 


sure he wasn’t there 
hedge into the open a 
chl would come and 


After a silence, he added, ‘You can i 
to Bluebell and me to find o 
friends It wasn’t I 


another rabbit, long, long ago? 
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appetites, Would that the dead were no: A ee hraka 
grass that must be caten, pellets that must be : re ip oe 
that must be passed, holes that must be dug, sleep with him 
be slept, Odysseus brings not one man to shore he wahe 
Yet he sleeps sound beside Calypso and when 
thinks only of Penclo c. allen 

Even befr Holly had finished his story, Hazel ie 
to sniffing at his wounded ear, He had not ae ale 
able to get a good look at it, but now that he di nae! 
that terror and fatigue had probably not been vn 7 — worse 
causes of Holly’s collapse. He was badly woun 3 His eat 
than Buckthorn. He must have lost a lot of bloo pyc 
was in ribbons and there was any amount of dirt a 1 began 
felt annoyed with Dandehon As several of the ra i kel 
to silflay, attracted by the mild June night an had þeen 
moon, he asked Blackberry to wait. Silver, who d them. 
about to leave by the other run, returned and joie d you 

“Dandelion and the other two seem to have cheer dnt 
up all right,’ said Hazel to Holly. ‘It’s a pity they 
clean you up as well. That dirt’s dangerous,’ . d 

“Well, a sce — began Bluebell, who had remame 
beside Holly. 


: hink ~’ 
- “Don’t make a Joke,’ said Hazel. ‘You seem to t 
€ 


e's quite right,’ said Holly. ‘I’m afraid I made ae 
neglect it, but do as you think best, Hazel. I’m feeling mu 


uver took over. Holly, b 
growled and scuffled and Silver cast about for something to 
Occupy his attention. 

‘Hazel,’ he asked, ‘what was t 
mouse? You said you 
Out on us now?? 


his idea you had ~ about the 
`d explain it later Flow about trying it 


Ag 
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‘Well,’ said Hazel, ‘the dea is sumply that in our situa- 
tion, we can’t afford to waste anything that might do us 
good We're im a strange place we don’t know much about 
and we need friends Now elil can t do us good, obviously, 
but there are many creatures that aren’t ehl — birds, mice, 
yonl andsoon Rabbits don’t usually have much to do with 
them, but their enemies are our enemies for the most part 
I think we ought to do all we can to make these creatures 
friendly It might turn out to be well worth the trouble ’ 

‘I can’t say I fancy the idea myself,’ said Silver, wiping 
Holly’s blood out of his nose ‘These small animals are more 
to be despised than relied upon, I rechon What good can 
they do us? They can’t dig for us, they can’t get food for us, 
they can’t fight for us They’d say they were friendly, no 
doubt, as long as we were helping them, but that’s where ıt 
would stop I heard that mouse tomght — “ You want ’um, ’e 
come ” You bet he will, as long as there’s any grub or 
warmth going, but surely we’re not going to have the warren 
over-run with mice and — and stag-beetles, are we?’ 

‘No, I didn’t mean quite that,’ said Hazel ‘I’m not 
Suggesting we should go about looking for field-mice and 
Inviting them to jom us They wouldn’t thank us for that, 
anyway But that mouse tomght — we saved his life —’ 

‘ You saved his life,’ said Blackberry 

“Well, his hfe was saved He'll remember that’ 

“But how s it going to help us?’ asked Bluebell 

E start with, he can tell us what he hnows about the 
Place —? 

— ‘What mice know Not what rabbits need to know ° 

“Well, I admit a mouse might or might not come in 
handy,’ said Hazel ‘But I’m sure a bird would, 1f we could 
only do enough for ıt We can t flv, but some of them hnow 
the country for a long way round They know a lot about the 
Weather, too ANI msiyingis this Ifanyonc finds an animal 
or bird, that isn’t an enemy, ın need of help, for goodness’ 
sake don’t miss the opportunity That would be lke leaving 
Carrots to rot in the ground ’ 

“What do you think?’ said Silver to Blac} berry 
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‘I think it’s a good idea, but real opportunities of the kind 
Hazel has in mind aren’t likely to come very often.” __ 

‘I think that’s about right,” said Holly, wincing as Silver 
resumed licking ‘The idea’s all right as far as 1t goes, but 1t 
won’t come to a great deal in practice.’ 


‘I’m ready to give it a try,’ said Silver. ‘I reckon it'll be 
worth it, just to see Bigwig telling bed-time stories to a mole 

‘El-ahrairah did it once,’ said Bluebell, ‘and it worked. 
Do you remember?’ 

‘No; said Hazel, ‘I don’t know that story. Lets have 
ite 

‘Lets silflay first,’ said Holly. ‘This ear’s had all I can 
stand for the time being’ 

“Well, at least it’s clean now,’ said Hazel. ‘But I’m afraid 
itll never be as good as the other, you know. You'll have 4 
ragged ear,’ 


‘Never mind, said Holly. ‘I’m still one of the lucky 
ones ’ 

The full moon, well risen in a cloudless eastern sky; 
covered the high solitude with its light. We are not conscious 
of daylight as that which displaces darkness Daylight, even 
when the sun is clear of clouds, seems to us simply the natur 
condition of the earth and air When we think of the downs, 
we think of the downs m daylight, as we think of a rabbit 
with its fur on Stubbs may have envisaged the skeleton 12° 
side the horse, but most of us do not: and we do not usually 
envisage the downs without daylight, even though the hight 
1S not a part of the down itself as the hide is part of the horse 
itself We take daylight for granted. But moonlight is another 
matter It is mconstant The full moon wanes and returns 
again Clouds may obscure it to an extent to which they 
cannot obscure dayhght Water is necessary to us, but 4 
waterfall is not Where ıt 1s to be found it is something extra, 
a beautiful ornament We need dayhght and to that extent 


1t is utibtarian, but moonlight we do not need. When it 
comes, it serves no 


2 necessity. It transforms It falls upon the 
rt and the grass, separating one long blade from an- 
acr, turning a drift of brown, frosted leaves from a single 
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“You're a clever chap, Hazel,’ said Holly at last. “You m 
your mouse Mind you, we’d have found the place outse 
sooner or later, but not as soon as this.’ T 

Hazel could have pressed his chin-glands for satis ‘ a 
but he replied mercly, ‘We shan’t need to go down t we 
so much after all.’ Then he added, ‘But Holly, you ian 7 
blood, you know. It may be dangcrous, even here. Lets : 
back to the wood. It’s such a beautiful night that we me 
near the holes to chew pellets and Blucbell can tell us 
story ’ 

They found Strawberry and Buckthorn on the aan - 
when everyone was comfortably chewing, with cars laid Hal, 
Bluebell began. 


j 


“Dandelion was telling me last night about Cows 
warren and how he told the story of the King’s Lettu el 
Thats what put me in mind of this tale, even before s : 
explained his idea I used to hear it from my grandfat 
and he always said that ıt happened after El-ahrairah ae 
got his people out of the marshes of Kelfazin. They went t 
the meadows of Fenlo and there they dug their holes Bu 


Prince Rambow had his eye on El-ahrairah, and he - 
determined to see that he didn’t get up to any more ofh 
tricks 


‘Now one evemng, when El-ahrairah and Rabscuttle 
were sitting on a sunny bank, Prince Rambow en 
through the meadows and with him was a rabbit that 


ahrairah had never seen before. 


te “Good evening, El-ahrairah,” said Prince, Rainbow: 
a iS a great improvement on the marshes of Kelfazın 


see all your does are busy digging holes along the bank. 
Have they dug a hole for you?” 

|, Yes,” said El-ahrairah “This hole here belongs t0 
Rabscuttle and myself We hked the look of this bank as s00” 
as WE saw it.” 


*“A very nice bank,” said Prince Rainbow “But I am 
afraid I have to tell yo 


u, El-ahrairah, that I have strict 
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„orders from Lord Frith himself not to allow you to share a 
hole with Rabscuttle ” 

* “Not share a hole with Rabscuttle?” said E]-ahrarrah 

“Why ever not?” 
* “El-ahrairah,” said Prince Rainbow, “we hnow you and 
-your tricks and Rabscuttle 1s nearly as slippery as you are 
Both of you in one hole would be altogether too much of a 
good thing You would be stealing the clouds out of the sky 
_before the moon had changed twice No — Rabscuttle must 
go and look after the holes at the other end of the warren 
Let me mtroduce you This ıs Hufsa I want you to be his 
friend and look after him ’ 

“Where does he come from?” asked Cl-ahrairah “I 
certainly haven’t seen him before ” 

“He comes from another country,” said Prince Ran- 
bow, “but he ıs no different from any other rabbit I hope 
you will help him to settle down here And while he 1s 
getting to know the place, I m sure you will be glad to let 

share your hole ” 

‘El-ahrairah and Rabscuttle felt desperately annoyed 
that they were not to be allowed to live together in their 
hole Butt was one of El-ahrairah’s rules nes er to let anyone 
see when he was angry and besides, he felt sorry for Hufsa 
because he supposed that he was feeling lonely and awhward, 
being far away from his own people So he welcomed 
him and promised to help hım settle down Hufsa was 
perfectly friendly and seemed annous to please everyone, 
and Rabscuttle moved down to the other end of the 
warren 

‘After a time, however, El-ahrairah began to find that 
Something was always going wrong with his plans One 
night, in the spring, when he had taken some of his people 
to a cornfield to eat the green shoots, they found a man with 
a gun walking about in the moonlight and were lucky to get 
away without trouble Another ume, after Ll-ahrurah had 
reconnortred the was to 1 cabbage garden and scratched a 

hole under the fence, he armed the neat morning to find it 
blocked with wire, and he began to suspect tht his plans 


33 
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: m 
were leaking out to people who were not intended to lea 
them. nd 

‘One day he determined to set a trap for een 
out whether ıt was he who was at the bottom of ae a 
He showed him a path across the ficlds and told ae nee 
led to a lonely barn full of swedes and turnips: an oat 
on to say that he and Rabscuttle meant to go there ane 
morning. In fact El-ahrairah had no such ae a cane 
care not to say anything about the path or the a ae 
one else. But next day, when he went cautiously along 

ath, he found a wire set in the grass, , 

ae This made El-ahrairah really angry, for any of ae aaa 
might have been snared and lulled. Of course he a ae 
suppose that Hufsa was setting wires himself, or even dently 
had known that a wire was going to be set, But evid ‘ae 
Hufsa was in touch with somebody who did not ie 
setting a wire In the end, El-ahrairah decided that pro ce 
Prince Rambow was passing on E Unc bout 
farmer or a gamekeeper and not bothering himse Jaage 
what happened as a result His rabbits’ lives were in ad 
because of Hufsa — to say nothing of all ae oiie ee 
cabbages they were mussing. After this, El-ahrairah trie a 
to tell Hufsa anything at all. But ıt was difficult to pr obris 
him from hearing things because, as you all know, ra A 
are very good at keeping secrets from other animals, bu 


3 
snt 
good at keeping secrets from each other. Warren life doe 
make for secrecy. He 


ght and thought. He was still thinking 
the next evening, wh 


en Prince Rambow paid one of his visits 

to the warren , 

‘ “You are quite a reformed character these days, El- 
ahrairah,” said Prince 


Rambow “If you are not careful, 
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people will begin to trust you Since I was passing by, I 
thought I would just stop to thank you for your kindness 
an looking after Hufsa He seems quite at home with 
you ” 

“Yes, he does, doesn’t he?” said El-ahrairah “We 
grow in beauty side by side, we fill one hole with glee But 
I always say to my pcople, ‘Put not your trust n princes, 
nor in any =? ” 

‘Well, El-ahrairah,” said Prince Rainbow, interrupting 
him, “I am sure I can trust you And to prove it, I have 
decided that I will grow a mice crop of carrots ın the field 
behind the hill Itis an excellent bit of ground and I am sure 
they will do well Especially as no one would dream of 
stealing them In fact, you can come and watch me plant 
them, if you hhe ” 

*T will,” said El-ahrairah ‘That will be delightful ” 

‘El-ahrairah, Rabscuttle, Hufsa and several other rabbits 
accompanied Prince Rainbow to the field behind the hull, 

and they helped him to sow it with long rows of carrot seed 
It was a light, dry sort of soil ~ just the thing for carrots — 
and the whole business infuriated El-ahrairah, because he 
was certain that Prince Rainbow was domg ıt to tease him 
and to show that he felt sure that he had clipped his claws 
at last 

*“That wall do splendidly,” said Prince Rambow when 
they had finished “Of course, I know that no one would 
dream of stealmg my carrots But if they did — if they did 
steal them, El-ahrairah — I should be very angry indeed If 
King Darzin stole them, for instance, I feel sure that Lord 
oe would tahe away his kingdom and give ıt to someone 
else ” 

“El-ahrairah knew that Prince Rainbow meant that if he 
caught him stealing the carrots he would either kill him or 
else banish him and put some other rabbit over his people 
and the thought that the other rabbit would probably be 
Hufsa made him grind his teeth But he said, “ Of course, of 


course Very right and proper ” And Prince Rainbow went 
away 
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ee 7 

‘One night, in the second moon afier the ana = 
alnairah and Rabscuttle went to look at the so o : f green. 
had thinned them out and the tops were = wuld be a httle 
El-ahrairah Judged that most of the 1001s W ee looking at 
thinner than a for e-paw. And it was while he n : He had 
them in the moonlight that Ins plan came to m pe 
become so cautious about Hufsa — and indeed no back he 
knew where Hufsa would be next — that on the way Feat 
and Rabscuttle made for a hole in a lonely een ie 
down it to talk together. And there El-ahraira = inbow’s 
Rabscuttle not only that he would steal Prince i he bach 
carrots, but also that between them they would T ie 
of Hufsa into the bargain They came out of the aes 
Rabscuttle went to the farm to steal some seed E od a 
ahrairah spent the rest of the night gathering slugs; 
nasty business it was, 

“The next evening El- 
little while found Yona 
hedge. 


. è ° ce fat 
‘ “Yona,” he said, “would you like a whole lot of nce, 
slugs?” 


* “Yes, I would 
not so easily foun 
hog.” , bole 

Well, here are some nice ones,” said El-ahrairah, ba 
you can have them all ButI Can give you a great many i 
if you will do what I say and ask no questions. Can Yy 
sing?” 


* “Sing, El-ahrairah? No hedgehog can sing ”’ 


. ve 
t“ Good,” said El-ahrarrah. “Excellent, But you will ha 
to try if you want those 


slugs. Ah! There is an old, empty 
box, I see, th 


at the farmer has left in the ditch Better an 

better. Now you listen to me ” ay tO 

‘Meanwhile, in the wood, Rabscuttle was talking 

Hawock the pheasant, 
* “Hawoc 


k,” he said, “can you swim?” 


Í water if I can avoid it, Rab- 
scuttle,” said Hawock “y dislike it very much, But I sup 


a 
ahrairah went out early and ou 
the hedgehog pottering along 


cc 're 
» El-ahrairah,” said Yona, “but ne ie 
d. You'd know that if you were ah 
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pose if I had to, I could make shift to keep afloat for a 
httle while ” 
_ **“Splendid,” said Rabscuttle “Now attend I have a 
‘whole lot of corn — and you know how scarce it 1s at this time 
of year — and you can have ıt all, if only you will do a httle 
Swimming 1n the pond on the edge of the wood Just let me 
explain as we go down there ” And off they went through 
the wood 
___ ‘Fu Inlé, El-ahrairah strolled into his hole and found 
Hufsa chewing pellets “Ah, Hufsa, you’re here,” he said 
“That’s fine I can’t trust anyone else, but you’ll come with 
me, won’t you? Just you and I — no one else must know ” 
= “Why, whats to be done, El-ahrairah?” asked 
Hufsa 
€ & Te been looking at those carrots of Prince Rainbow’s,”’ 
' rephed El-ahrairah “I can’t stand ıt any longer They’re 
_ the best I’ve ever scen I’m determined to steal them — or 
Most of them, anyway Ofcourse, if I took a lot of rabbits on 
an expeditior of this kind we’d soon be ın trouble Things 
_ would leak out and Prince Rainbow would be sure to get to 
a But if you and I go alone, no one will ever know who 
1 it 33 
“PI come,” said Hufsa “Let’s go tomorrow night ” 
For he thought that that would give him tıme to tell Prince 
ainbow 
*“No,” said El-ahrairah, “I’m gomg now At once ” 
‘He wondered whether Hufsa would try to turn him 
against this idea, but when he looked at him he could see 
that Hufsa was thmlang that this would be the end of El- 
ahrairah and that he himself would be made king of the 
rabbits 
‘They set out togethe: ın the moonhght 
‘They had gone a good way along the hedge when they 
came upon an old bos lying ın the ditch Sitting on top of 
the box was Yona the hedgehog His prickles were stuck all 
Over with dog-rose petals and he was making an eatra- 
ordinary squeaking, grunting noise and waving his blach 
Paws They stopped and looked at him 


180 ON WATERSIIP DOWN 


: : in 
‘Whatever are you doing, Yona?” asked Hufsa 
astonishment. 
. t ogs 
‘ ‘Singing to the moon,” answered Yona ‘All hedgehog 


ou 
have to sing to the moon to make the slugs come Surely} 
know that? 


O Slug-a-Moon, O Slug-a-Moon, p 
O grant thy faithful hedgehog’s boon! 


‘“What a frightful noise!” said El-ahrairah and andes 
it was “Lets get on quickly before he brings all the 
round us,” And on they went. f the 

‘After a time they drew near the pond on the edge © a 
wood. As they approached it they heard a squawking a 
splashıng and then they saw Hawock the pheasant scut 
ing about ın the water, with his long tail feathers floating 
out behind him. 


‘Whatever has happened?” said Hufsa “Fawock, 
have you been shot?” sn 

‘ “No, no,” rephed Hawock “I always go swimming : 
the full moon It makes my tail grow longer and besides; my 
head wouldn’t stay red, white and green without swimming 
A you must know that, Hufsa, surely? Everyone knov 
t a 33 


‘The truth ıs, he doesn’t like other animals to catch hum 
at 1t, whispered El-ahrairah “Lets goon” sanak 

‘A little farther on they came to an old well by a big ae 
tree ‘The farmer had filled it up long ago, but the mout 
looked very deep and black in the moonlight 


t 
: “Lets have a rest,” said El-ahrairah, “just for a shot 
time ” 


‘As he spoke, a most curious-looking creature came out of 
the grass It looked something like a rabbit, but even 12 the 
moonlight they could see that ıt had a red tail and long 
green ears. In its mouth it was carrying the end of one of the 
white sticks that men burn It was Rabscuttle, but not even 
Hufsa could recognize him He had found some sheep-4iP 
powder at the farm and sat in it to make his tail red 
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His ears were festooned with trails of bryony and the white 
stick was making him feel ill 

‘ “Frith preserve us!” said El-ahrairah “What can it be? 
Let’s only hope ıt 1sn’t one of the Thousand!” He leapt up, 
ready to run “Who are you?” he asked, trembling 

“Rabscuttle spat out the white stick 

**So!” he said commandingly “So you have seen me, 
El-ahrairah! Many rabbits live out their lives and die, but 
few see me Few or none! I am one of the rabbit messengers 
of Lord Frith, who go about the earth secretly by day and 
return mghtly to his golden palace! He 1s even now awaiting 
me on the other side of the world and I must go to him 
swiftly, through the heart of the earth! Farewell, El- 
ahrairah!”? 

“The strange rabbit leapt over the edge of the well and 

appeared into the darkness below 

* “We have seen what we should not!” said El-ahrairah 
in an awe-strichen voice “How dreadful 1s this place! Let 
us go quickly!” 

“They hurried on and presently they came to Prince 
Rambow’s field of carrots How many they stole I cannot 
say, but of course, as you know, El-ahrairah is a great prince 
and no doubt he used powers unknown to you and me But 
my grandfather always said that before morning the field 
Was stripped bare The carrots were hidden down a deep 

ole in the bank beside the wood and El-ahrairah and 
Hufsa made their way home El-ahrairah collected two or 
three followers and stayed underground with them all 
day, but Hufsa went out in the afternoon without saying 
where he was going 

‘That evening, as El-ahrairah and his people began to 
silflay under a fine red sky, Prince Rambow came over the 
fields Behind him were two great, black dogs 

‘ “El-ahrairah,” he said, “you are under arrest ” 

j “What for?” asked El-ahrairah 
cq, YOU hnow very well what for,” said Prince Rambow 

Let me have no more of your trichs and imsolence, El- 

ahrairah Where are the carrots?” 
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‘«T¢T am under arest,” said El-ahrairah, “may I a 
told what for? It is not fair to tell me I am under arrest an 
then to ask me questions.” , 

* “Come, an El-ahrairah,” said Prince a 
“you are meiely wasting time. Tell me where the ane 
are and I will only send you to the great North and n 
kall you ” l 

i X Prince Rainbow,” sad El-ahrairah, “for the third 
tme, may I know for what I am under arrest?” l 

“Very well,” said Prince Rainbow, “if this is the w = 
you want to die, El-ahrairah, you shall have the full proces 
of law. You are under arrest for stealing my carrots irae 
seriously asking for a trial? I warn you that I have direc 
evidence and ıt will go ill with you ” ; 

‘By this tıme all El-ahrairah’s people were rowel 
round, as near as they dared for the dogs Only Rabscutt 
was nowhere to be seen. He had spent the whole day moving 
the carrots to another, secret hole and he was now hiding; 
because he could not get his tail white again. I 

‘ “Yes, I would like a trial,” said El-ahrairah, “and 
would like to be judged by a jury of animals For it ıs not 
right, Prince Rainbow, that you should both accuse me an 
be the judge as well.” 

*“A jury of animals you shall have,” said Prince aoe 
bow “A jury ofehil, El-ahrairrah For a jury of rabbits woul 
refuse to convict you, in spite of the evidence ” 

‘To everyone’s surprise El-ahrairah immediately rephed 
that he would be content with a jury of elil. and Prince 
Rainbow said that he would bring them that night. El- 

ahrairah was sent down his hole and the dogs were put 0? 


guard outside. None of his people was allowed to see hus 
although many tried 


“Up and down the hedges and copses the news spread that 
El-ahrairah was on tria 


A l for his life and that Prince Rambow 
was going to bring him before a jury of ehl Animals came 
crowding in. Fu Inlé, Prince Rainbow returned with the el 
~ two badgers, two foxes, two stoats, an owl and a cat. 
El-ahrairah was brought up and placed between the dogs- 
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The elil sat staring at him and their eyes glittered in the 
moon They uched their lps and the dogs muttered that 
they had been promised the tash of carrying out the sentence 
There were a great many animals - rabbits and others - and 
every one of them felt sure that this tıme ıt was all up with 
El-ahrairah 

< “Now,” said Prince Rambow, “let us begin It will not 
take long Where 1s Hufsa?” 

“Then Hufsa came out, bowing and bobbing his head, 
and he told the ell that El-ahrairah had come the might 
before, when he was quietly chewing pellets, and terrified 
him into going with him to steal Prince Rainbow’s carrots 
He had wanted to refuse but he had been too much 
frightened The carrots were hidden ın a hole that he could 
show them He had been forced to do what he did, but the 
next day he had gone as quickly as possible to tell Prince 
Rambow, whose loyal servant he was 

‘We will recover the carrots later,” said Prince Raim- 
bow “Now, El-ahrairah, have you any evidence to call or 
anything to say? Make haste ” 

‘“I would like to ash the witness some questions,” said 
El-ahrairah, and the elil agreed that this was only fair 

‘“Now, Hufsa,” said El-ahrairah, “can we hear a httle 
more about this journey that you and I are supposed to have 
made? For really I can remember nothmg about ıt at all 
You say we went out of the hole and set off m the mght 
What happened then?” 

‘Why, El-ahrairah,” said Hufsa, “you can’t possibly 
have forgotten We came along the ditch, and don’t you 
remember that we saw a hedgehog sitting on a box singing 
a song to the moon?” 

“A hedgehog doing what?” said one of the badgers 
n ‘“Singing a song to the moon,” said Hufsa eagerly 

They do that, you know, to make the slugs come He had 
a petals stuck all over him and he was waving his paws 
an ~~? 

“Now steady, steady,” said El-ahrairrah kindly, “I 
Wouldn’t Lhe you to say anything you don’t mean Poor 
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fellow,” he added to the jury, “he really believes ae ee 
he says, you know. He doesn’t mean any harm, ee Ste 
‘But he was,” shouted Hufsa “He was singing 
a-moon! O Slug-a-moon! O grant —? ”? ; 7 
“What the hedgehog an is not evidence, Ea 
El-abrairah “Really, one is inchned to sera e 
Well, all right. We saw a hedgehog ce a 
singing a song on a box What happened then stile 
“Well,” said Hufsa, “then we went on and came 
pond, where we saw a pheasant ” 


*d seen 
‘ “Pheasant, eh?” said one of the foxes. “I wish I’d 
it. What was it doing?” 


"9 
. . ter — 
* “Tt was swimming round and round in the wa 
said Hufsa. 


* “Wounded, eh?” said the fox 


1w 
"No, no,” said Hufsa “They all do that, to make the 
tails grow longer. I’m surprised you don’t know. 
‘To make what?” said the fox 
‘ “To make their tails grow longer,” said Hufsa sully 
“He said so himself ” IT 
“You’ve only had this stuff for a very short time, 


to. 
El-ahrarrah to the ehl. “It takes a bit of getting Canes 
Look at me I’ve been forced to live with it for the las 


months, day in and day out I’ve been as kind and ae 
Standing as I can, but apparently just to my own ur erly 

ʻA silence fell. El-ahrairah, with an air of fat 
patience, turned back to the witness 

“My memory 1s so bad,” he said. 

“Wel, El-ahrairah,” 
very cleverly, but even yo 
gotten what happened n da 
a red tail and &reen ears, came out of the grass He ha 
white stick in 
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stoats, “nasty httle beasts They’ll say anything when they’re 
cornered But this one ıs the worst I’ve ever heard How 
much longer have we got to stay here? I’m hungry ” 

‘Now El-ahrairah had known beforehand that while ell 

detest all rabbits, they would dislike most the one who 
looked the biggest fool That was why he had agreed to a 
Jury of elil A jury of rabbits might have tried to get to the 
bottom of Hufsa’s story, but not the ell, for they hated and 
despised the witness and wanted to be off hunting as soon as 
they could 

“So it comes to this,” said El-ahrairah “We saw a 
hedgehog covered with roses, singing a song and then we 
saw a perfectly healthy pheasant swimming round and round 
the pond and then we saw a rabbit with a red tail, green 
ears and a white stick, and he jumped straight down a deep 
well Is that night?” 

* “Yes,” said Hufsa 

‘ “And then we stole the carrots?” 

ee Yes 29 

‘Were they purple with green spots?” 

‘ “Were what purple with green spots?” 

“The carrots ” 

**Well, you know they weren’t, El-ahrarrah They were 
the ordinary colour They’re down the hole!” shouted 
Hufsa desperately, “Down the hole! Go and looh!” 

“The court adjourned while Hufsa led Prince Rainbow to 
the hole They found no carrots and returned 

““T’ve been underground all day,” said El-ahrairah, “and 
I can prove it I ought to have been aslecp, but it’s very 
difficult when m’learned friend — well, never mind I simply 
mean that obviously I couldn’t have been out moving 
carrots or anything else If there ever were any carrots,” he 
added “But I’ve nothing more to sty ” 

*“Prnce Rambow,” said the cat, “I hate all rabbits 
But I don’t sce how we cin possibly say that it’s been proved 
that that rabbit took your carrots The witness 1s obviously 
out of his mind — mad as the mist and snow = and the 
prisoner will have to be released ” They all agreed 
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“You had better go quiclly,” said Prince Rainbow ; 
El-ahrairah. “Go down your hok, Bhahranah, before 
hurt you myself” TA 

*“Twall, my lord," said Le-ahianah “But may I a p 
to remove that rablyt you sent among us, for he troubles us 
with his foolishness?” rhe 

‘So Hufsa went away with Prince Rambow and i 
ahrairah’s people were left in peace, apart from ecco 
brought on by eating too many carrots But at was a lo ; 
time before Rabscuttle could get his tal white again, so mj 
grandfather always said,’ 
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The wing trails lhe a banner in defeat, 
No more to use the sky for ever but live with 
famine and pain a few days 
He 1s strong and pain is worse to the strong 
incapacity 1s worse 
No one but death the redeemer will humble that head, 
The mtrepid readiness, the terrible eyes. 


Robinson Jeffers Hurt Hauks 


Human beings say, ‘It never rains but it pours ’ This is not 
very apt, for it frequenti 
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wards The silence returned With the melting of the last of 
the twilight there grew a hind of expectancy and tension, as 
though it were thawing snow about to slide from a sloping 
roof Then the whole down and all below it, carth and ær, 
gave way to the sunrise As a bull, with a slight but irres- 
istible movement, tosses its head from the grasp of a man 
who is leaning over the stall and idly holding its horn, so the 
sun entered the world in smooth, gigantic power Nothing 
interrupted or obscured its coming Without a sound, the 
leaves shone and the grass coruscated along the mules of the 
escarpment 

Outside the wood, Bigwig and Sih er combed their cars, 
sniffed the air and hopped away, following their own long 
shadows to the grass of the gallop As they moved over the 
Short turf ~ nibbling, sitting up and looking round them — 
they approached a little hollow, no more than three feet 
across Before they reached the edge Bigwig, who was ahead 
of Silver, cheched and crouched, staring Although he could 
Not see into the hollow, he knew that there was some crea- 
ture in ıt ~ something fairly big Peering through the blades 
of grass round his head, he could sce the curve of a white 
back Whatever the creature was, 1t was nearly as big as 
himself He waited, stock-still, for some little ume, but ıt 
did not move 

‘What has a white back, Silver?’ whispered Bigwig 

Silver considered ‘A cat?’ 

“No cats here’ 

‘How do you know?’ 

At that moment they both heard a low, breathy hissing 
from the hollow It lasted for a few moments Then there 
was silence once more 

Bigwig and Silver had a good opimion of themselves 
Apart from Holly, they were the only survivors of the 
Sandleford Owsla and they knew that their comrades looked 
up to them The encounter with the rats ın the barn had 
been no joke and had proved their worth Bigwig, who was 
generous and honest, had never for a moment resented 
Hazel’s courage on the night when his own superstitious fear 
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had got the better of him. But the idea of going hack to the 


Seeing that he was game, he took a final look at the ae 
White back and then went straight up to the edge 
hollow, Silver followed. 


It was no cat, The creature in the hollow was a ane 
big bird, nearly a foot long. Neither of them had ever whey 
bird lke it before. The white part of its back, ge ae 
had glimpsed through the 8rass, was in fact on a so 
shoulders and neck. The lower back was light Brey F tie 
were the wings, which tapered to long, black-tippe cae 
marics folded together over the tail. The head was very hite 
rown ~ almost black ~ in such sharp contrast to the w ; 


d 
hooked slightly downwards at the end, was strong an 


d 
dit opened, disclosing a r ed mouth “ill 
throat. The bird hissed Savagely and tried to str ike, but 
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Hazel came to meet them in the grass There was no mis- 
taking their wide cyes and dilated nostrils 

‘Cll?’ ashed Hazel 

‘Well, I’m blest if I know, to tell you the truth,’ replied 

Bigwig ‘There’s a great bird out there, hhe nothing I’ve 
ever seen’ 

‘How big? As big as a pheasant?” 

‘Not quite so big,’ admitted Bigwig, ‘but bigger than a 

wood-pigeon and a lot fiercer ° 

‘Is that what cried?’ 

‘Yes It startled me all right We were actually beside it 
But for some reason or other ıt can’t move’ 

‘Dying?’ 

‘I don’t think so’ 

‘I'll go and have a look at it,’ sard Hazel 

‘It’s savage Tor goodness’ sahe be careful ° 

Bigwig and Silver returned with Hazel The three of them 
squatted outside the bird’s reach as ıt looked sharply and 
desperately from one to the other Hazel spoke in the hedge- 
row patois 

‘You hurt? You no fly?’ 

The answer was a harsh gabbling which they all felt 1m- 
mediately to be exotic Wherever the bird came from, 1t was 
somewhere far away. The accent was strange and guttural, 
5 speech distorted They could catch only a word here and 
there 

‘Come keel — kah! hah! — you come heel — yarh! — t’ink 
me finish — me no finish — ’urt you dam’ plenty ~ The dark 
brown head flichered from side to side Then, unexpectedly, 
the bird began to drive its beak into the ground ‘They no- 
ticed for the first time that the grass an front of ıt was torn 
and scored with hnes For some moments ıt stabbed here 
and there, then gave up, lifted 1ts head and watched them 
again 

‘I believe it’s starving,’ said Hazel ‘We’d better feed it 
Bigwig, go and get some worms or something, there’s a 
good fellow ’ 

‘Er — what did you say, Hazel?’ 


eer Ame 
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“Worms ° 

‘Me dig for worms p? , ; r 

‘Didn’t the Owsla teach — oh, all right, PH do it,’ sai 
Hazel. ‘You and Silver wait here.’ : e] 

After a few moments, however, Bigwig followed ee 
back to the ditch and began to join him in ee T 
dry ground. Worms are not plentiful on the downs an ‘ooked 
had been no rain for days After a time Bigwig 
“pi E p 
‘What about beetles? Woodhce? Something like eae 
They found some rotten Sticks and carried them 
Hazel pushed one forward cautiously. 

‘Insects,’ Isand 

The bird split the stick three ways in as many secon al 
snapped up the few insects inside. Soon there was a 


pile of debris in the hollow as the rabbits brought anything 
from which it could get fo i 


dung along the track, dug 


disgust and carried them one by one. When Hazel Fg 
im, he muttered something about ‘the first time last 
on t tell the blackbirds’. At ie 
grown weary, the bird stopp 
feeding and looked at Hazel. 
“Vat for you do?’ 
“You hurt?’ said Hazel. Stay 
The bird Jooked crafty. ‘No hurt. Plenty fight. 
small time, den go? 
‘You stay there you fi 
omba, come kestrel, 


‘Damn de lot Fight plenty.’ 


‘I bet its ould, too,’ said Bigwig, looking with admiration 
at the two-inch beak and thick neck. 


i u 
We no want you finish,’ said Hazel. “You stay here yo 
finih, We help you maybe ” 
‘Pire offr : 
“Come on ` saig Hazel immediately to the others ‘Let it 
Hore? We began to] 


; to lollop bach, to the wood. ‘Let it try keep- 
ane the ke-trels Of fora bit? 


nish,’ said Hazel. ‘Bad place. Come 
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“What’s the idea, [azcl?’ said Silver ‘That’s a savage 
brute You can t make a friend out of that ° 

‘You may be night,’ said Hazel ‘But what’s the good ofa 
blue-tit or a robin to us? They don’t fly any distance We 
need a big bird’ 

‘But why do you want a bird so particularly?’ 

‘PI caplan later, said Hazel ‘Pd hhe Blachberry and 
Fiver to hear as well But Ict’s go underground now Ifyou 
don’t want to chew pellets, I do’ 

During the afternoon Hazel organized more work on the 
warren The Honeycomb was as good as finished — though 
rabbits arc not methodical and are never really certain 
when anything 1s finished — and the surrounding burrows 
and runs were taking shape Quite carly in the evening, 
however, he made his way once more to the hollow The 
bird was stall there It looked weaker and less alert, but 
snapped feebly as Hazel came up 

‘Still here?’ said Hazel ‘You fight hawh?’ 

‘No fight,’ answered the bird ‘No fight, but vatch, vatch, 
alvays vatch Ees no good ’ 

‘Hungry?’ 

The bird made no reply 

‘Listen,’ said Hazel ‘Rabbits not eat birds Rabbits eat 
grass We help you’ 

“Vat for ’elp me?’ 

‘Never mind We make you safe Big hole Food too’ 

The bird considered ‘Legs fine Ving no good *E bad’ 

“Well, walk then ° 

“You ’urt me, I ’urt you like dam’ ’ 

Hazel turned away The bird spoke again 

‘Ees long vay?’ 

‘No, not far? 

‘Come den’ 

Tt got up with a good deal of difficulty, staggering on its 
strong, blood-red legs Then it opened its wings high above 
its body and Hazel jumped back, startled by the great, 
arching span But at once it closed them again, grimacing 
with pain 
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‘Ving no good. I come.’ 


It followed Hazel docilely enough across the grass, oe 

was careful to keep out of its reach. Their arrival outs! j 
the wood caused something of a sensation, which Hazel A 
short with a peremptory sharpness quite unlike his usua 
manner. 
— ‘Comeon, get busy,’ he said to Dandelion and Buckthorn 
‘This bird’s hurt and were going to shelter it until . 
better. Ask Bigwig to show you how to get it some food i 
eats worms and insects. Try grasshoppers, spiders ~- a 
thing. Hawkbit! Acorn! Yes, and you too, Fiver — come ou 
of that rapt trance, or whatever you’re in. We need an ee 
wide hole, broader than it’s deep, with a flat floor a htt f 
below the level of the entrance by nightfall.’ 

“We've been digging all the afternoon, Hazel ~ 

‘I know. T’Il come and help you,’ said Hazel, ‘in just 4 


httle while Only get started The night’s coming’ s 
The astonished rabbits obeyed hım, grumbling. Haze 
authority was put to somethi 


ng of a test, but held firm la 
the support of Bigwig. Although he had no idea what ra 
had in mind, Bigwig was fascinated by the strength an f 
courage of the bird and had already accepted the n 
taking ıt in, without troubling himself about the reason He 
led the digging while Hazel explained to the bird, as well as 
he could, how they lived, their ways of protecting themselves 
from their enemies and the kind of shelter they could pro- 


vide The amount of food the rabbits produced was ae 
very large, but once inside the wood the bird clearly fe 
safer and was able 


to hobble about and do some foraging 
for itself. 
By owl-time Bigwig and his helpers had scratched out 4 
kind of lobby 


inside the entrance to one of the runs leading 
down fiom the wood They lined the floor with beech twigs 
and Icaves As darkness began to fall the bird was installed 
It was stl suspicious, but seemed to be in a good deal of 
pain Evidently, since it could not think of any better plan 
for itself, rt w to try a rabbit hole to save its hfe 


as ready 
Vrom outside, they could sec its dark head alert in the gloom, 
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the black eyes still watchful It was not asleep when they 
themselves finished a late silflay and went underground 
Black-headed gulls are gregarious They lve ın colonies 
where they forage and feed, chatter and fight all day long 
Solitude and reticence are unnatural to them They move 
southwards in the breeding-season and at such times a 
wounded one 1s only too likely to find atself deserted The 
gull’s savagery and suspicion had been due partly to pain 
and partly to the unnerving knowledge that it had no 
companions and could not fly By the following morning its 
natural instincts to mia with a flock and to talk were be- 
ginning to return Bigwig made himself its companion He 
would not hear of the gull going out to forage Before ni- 
Frith the rabbits had managed to produce as much as it 
could eat — for a time at all events — and were able to sleep 
through the heat of the day Bigwig, however, remained 
with the gull, making no secret of his admiration, tallang 
and listening to it for several hours At the evening feed he 
Joined Hazel and Holly near the bank where Bluebell had 
told his story of El-ahrairah 
‘How’s the bird now?’ asked Hazel 
‘A good deal better, I think,’ rephed Bigwig ‘He’s very 
tough, you know My goodness, what a lıfe he’s had! You 
don’t know what you’re missing! I could sit and listen to him 
all day ° 
‘How was ıt hurt?’ z 
ʻA cat jumped on him ın a farmyard He never heard it 
until the last moment It tore the muscle of one of his wings, 
but apparently he gave 1t something to remember before he 
made off Then he got himself up here somehow or other and 
Just collapsed Think of standing up to a cat! I can see now 
that I haven’t really started yet Why shouldn’t a rabbit 
Stand up to a cat? Let’s just suppose that ~ 
“But what 1s this bird?’ mterrupted Holly 
“Well, I can’t quite make out,’ answered Bigwig ‘But if I 
understand him properly — and I’m not at all sure that I do 
~ he says that where he comes from there are thousands of 
his hind — more than we can possibly umagine Their flocks 
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. . . : n ther 
make the whole air white and in the breeding scaso 
nests are like leaves in a wood — so he says. 

‘But where? I’ve never scen one, even.’ nt at Holly, ‘he 
‘He says,’ said Bigwig, looking very straight a Cl e 
says that a long way from here the earth stops 
isn’t any more.’ i. ee 
“Well, obviously it stops somewhere. What 1s 
beyond?’ 
“Water ’ 
“A uver, you mean?’ 


Jace 

‘No,’ said Bigwig, ‘not a river. He says there’s a Meets 

of water, going on and on. You can’t sce to the ie 
There isn’t another side At least there is, because h 


; ether 
there Oh, I don’t know ~ I must admit I can’t altog 
understand it? 


; ; and 
‘Was it telling you that it’s been outside the world 
come back again? That must be untrue.’ 


‘I don’t know,’ said Bigwig, ‘but I’m sure he’s paneer 
This water, apparently, moves all the time and keeps br sses 
ing against the earth: and when he can’t hear that, he ae 
it. That’s his name — Kehaar. It’s the noise the water ma 

The others were impressed in spite of themselves. 

“Well, why’s ıt here?’ asked Hazel. 


“He shouldn’t be. He ought to have been off to this Bg 
Wa 


ter place a long time ago, to breed. Apparently 4 mer 
them come away in winter, because it gets so cold and ee 5 
Then they go back ın summer. But he’s been hurt Sea 
ready this spring It was nothing much, but it held him uP 


t 
He rested and hung around a rookery for a bit. Then he 80 
stronger and left them, 


j and he was coming along when í 
stopped in the farmyard and met this foul cat.’ 
its when it’s better irl go on again?’ said Hazel. 
‘Yes.’ 


“Weve been wasting our time, then.’ 


‘Why, Hazel, what 1s it you have in mind?” 
Go and get Blackberry and Fiver: we’d better have 
Silver too. Then Pl explain,’ 
The quiet of th 


e evening silflay, when the western su? 
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shone straight along the ridge, the grass tussochs threw 
shadows twice as long as themselves and the cool air smelt 
of thyme and dog roses, was something which they had 
all come to enjoy even more than former evenings in the 
meadows of Sandleford Although they could not know ıt, 
the down was more lonely than it had been for hundreds of 
years There were no sheep, and villagers from Kingsclere 
and Sydmonton no longer had any occasion to walk over 
the hills, erther for business or for pleasure In the fields of 
Sandleford the rabbits had seen men almost every day 

Here, since their arrival, they had seen one and himton a 
horse Looking round the little group that gathered on the 
grass, Hazel saw that all of them — even Holly — were looking 
stronger, sleeker and m better shape than when they had 
first come to the down Whatever might he ahead, at least 
he could feel that he had not failed them so far 

“We're doing well here,’ he began, ‘or so ıt seems to me 
We're certainly not a bunch of hlessil any more But all the 
same, there’s something on my mind I’m surprised, as a 
matter of fact, that I should be the first one of us to start 
thinking about ıt Unless we can find the answer, then this 
warren’s as good as finished, ın spite of all we’ve done’ 

“Why, how can that be, Hazel?’ said Bigwig 

‘Do you remember Nildro-ham?’ asked Hazel 

‘She stopped running Poor Strawberry ° 

‘I know And we have no does — not one ~ and no does 
means no kittens and ın a few years no warren’ 

It may seem incredible that the rabbits had given no 
thought to so vital a matter But men have made the same 
mistake more than once — left the whole business out of 
account, or been content to trust to luck and the fortune of 
war Rabbits live close to death and when death comes closer 
than usual, thinking about survival leaves httle room for 
anything else But now, ın the evening sunshine on the 
friendly, empty down, with a good burrow at his bach and 
the grass turning to pellets ın his belly, Hazel knew that he 
was lonely fora doe The others were silent and he could tell 
that his words had sunk in 
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< went 

The 1abbits grazed or lay basking ın the sun. pene ad 

twittering up into the brighter sunshine ae 5 sideways, 

sang and came slowly down, ending with 3 the grass. 

spread-wing glide and a wagtail’s run oe eae to 

The sun dipped lower. At last Blackberry said, 

one? Set out again?’ 24 Tike to 

a hope not,’ oad Hazel. ‘It all depends. What I’d hke 


do 1s get hold of some does and bring them here. 
“Where from?’ 


“Another warren.’ 


ut? 
‘But are there any on these hills? How do we find : 
he wind never brings the least smell of i d will go 
‘T'I tell you how,’ said Hazel. ‘The bird The bir 
and search for us’ idea! 
‘Hazel-rah,’ cried Blackberry, ‘what a ea eae 
That bird could find out ina day what we couldn a, can be 
for ourselves ın a thousand! But are you certain er, t'l 
persuaded to do it? Surely as soon as it gets better; 
simply fly awa and leave us?? : +. and 
? ees Pa estan Hazel ‘All we can do is feed nee 
hope for the best But Bigwig, since you seem to be g much 
On with it so well, perhaps you can explain to it how nd let 
this means to us It has only to fly over the downs a 
us know what 1t sees? 


: ow 
“You leave him to me,’ said Bigwig. ‘I think I know h 
to do it? 
Hazel’s anxiety and the 
the rabbits and there 
what they were up against 
in what he had said 


wn to 
reason for ıt were soon kno 


second nature — 
ONE So strange an 
could really do į 


but the ıd 
d Savage 
t, must b 
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For the next few days a lot of hard work went into feeding 
Kehaar Acorn and Pipkin, boasting that they were the 
best msect-catchers in the warren, brought in great numbers 
of beetles and grasshoppers At first the gull’s principal hard- 
ship was lack of water He suffered a good deal and was 
reduced to tearing at the stems of the long grasses for mois- 
ture However, during his third night in the warren ıt 
rained for three or four hours and puddles formed on the 
track A cluttery spell set ın, as ıt often does in Hampshire 
when hay-time approaches High winds from the south laid 
the grass flat all day, turning ıt to a dull, damascene silver 
The great branches of the beeches moved httle but spoke 
loudly There were squalls of rain on the wind The weather 
made Kehaar restless He walked about a good deal, 
watched the flying clouds and snapped up everything the 
foragers brought Searching became harder, for in the wet 
the insects burrowed into the deep grass and had to be 
Scratched out 

One afternoon Hazel, who now shared a burrow with 
Fiver as in the old days, was woken by Bigwig to be told that 
Kehaar had something to say to him He made his way to 
Kehaar’s lobby without coming above ground The first 
thing he noticed was that the gull’s head was moulting and 
turning white, though a dark-brown patch remained behind 
each eye Hazel greeted him and was surprised to be 
answered in a few words of halting, broken Lapine Evi- 
dently Kehaar had prepared a short speech 

“Meester ’Azel, ees rabbits vork ’ard,’ said Kehaar ‘I no 
finish now Soon I go fine’ 

‘That’s good news,’ said Hazel ‘I’m glad’ 

Kehaar relapsed into hedgerow vernacular 

‘Meester Pigvig, e plenty good fella ° 

Yes, he is’ 

CE say you no getting mudders Ees fimsh mudders 
Plenty trouble for you’ 

‘Yes, that’s true We don’t know what to do No mothers 
anywhere ° 
‘Listen I get peeg, fine plan I go fine now Ving, ’e 
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better Vind finish, den I fly. Fly for you. Find plenty 
mudders, tell you vere dey are, ya?’ 

‘Why, what a splendid idea, Kchaar! How clever of you 
to think of ıt! You very fine bird.’ 

‘Ees finish mudders for me dis year. Ees too late. All 
mudders sitting on nest now. Eggs come’ 

‘I’m sorry ° 

‘Nudder time I get mudder, Now I fly for you’ 

“We'll do everything we possibly can to help you.’ 

The next day the wind dropped and Kehaar made one or 
two short fights However, it was not until three days later 
that he felt able to set out on his search. It was a perfect 
June morning He was snapping up numbers of the little, 
white-shelled, downland snails from the wet grass an 


ciacking them in his great beak, when he suddenly turne 
to Bigwig and said, 


‘Now I fly for you’ 


He opened his wings The two-foot span arched above 
Bigwig, who sat perfectly still while the white feathers 
beat the air round his head in a kind of ceremonious fare- 
well Laying his ears flat in the fanned draught, he stare 
up at Kehaar as the gull rose, rather heavily, into the aif 
When he flew his body, so long and graceful on the gr ound, 
took on the appearance of a thick, stumpy cylinder, from 
the front of which his red beak projected between his 
round, black eyes For a few moments he hovered, his body 
rising and falling between his wings. Then he began to 
chmb, sailed sideways over the grass and disappeared 
northwards below the edge of the escarpment. Bigwig 
returned to the hanger with the news that Kehaar had set 
out. 

‘The gull was away several days — longer than the rabbits 
had expected Hazel could not help wondering whether he 
really would return, for he knew that Kehaar, lke them- 
selves, felt the mating urge and he thought it quite likely that 


after all he would be off to the Big Water and the raucous; 
teeming gull-colonies of 


feeli i which he had spoken with such 
ecling to Bigwig As far as he was able he kept his anxiety t0 


Ne 
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hımself, but one day when they were alone, he asked Fiver 
whether he thought Kehaar would return 

‘He wall return,’ said Fiver unhesitatingly 

‘And what will he bring with him?’ 

‘How can I tell?’ rephed Fiver But later, when they were 
underground, silent and’ drowsy, he said suddenly, ‘The 
gifts of El-ahrairah Trickery, great danger, and blessing 
for the warren’ When Hazel questioned him again, he 
seemed to be unaware that he had spoken and could add 
nothing more 

Bigwig spent most of the hours of dayhght watching for 
Kehaar’s return He was inclined to be surly and short and 
once, when Bluebell remarked that he thought Meester 
Pigvig’s fur cap was moulting in sympathy for absent friends, 
he showed a flash of his old sergeant-major spirit and cuffed 
and abused him twice round the Honeycomb, until Holly 
intervened to save his faithful jester from further trouble 

It was late one afternoon, with a hght north wind blowing 
and the smell of hay drifting up from the fields of Sydmon- 
ton, when Bigwig came hurtling down into the Honeycomb 
to announce that Kehaar was back Hazel suppressed his 
excitement and told everyone to heep out of the way while 
he went to see him alone On second thoughts, however, 
he took Fiver and Bigwig with him 

The three of them found Kehaar bach 1n his lobby It was 
full of droppings, messy and malodorous Rabbits wall not 

cacrete underground and Kehaar’s habit of fouling his 
own nest had always disgusted Hazel Now, 1n his eagerness 
to hear his news, the guano smell seemed almost welcome 

‘Glad to see you bach, Kehanr,’ he said ‘Are you tured?’ 

“Ving ’e stall go tired Ty lddle bit, stop liddle bit, every- 
ting go fine’ 

‘Are you hungry? Shall we get you some insects *? 

‘Tine Tine Good fellas Plenty beetle ’ (All insects were 
‘beetle’ to Kehaar ) 

Clearly, he had missed their attentions and wis ready to 
enjoy being bach Although he no longer needed to have 
food brought to the lobby, he evidently felt that he desery ed 
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it. Bigwig went to get his foragers and Kehaar kept ae 
busy until sunset. At last he looked shrewdly at Fiver an 
said, ; 

‘Eh, Meester Liddle Von, you know vat I pring, ya r 

‘I’ve no idea,’ replied Fiver, rather shortly. _ l 

‘Den I tell All dis peeg “ill, I go along ^m, dis vay, da 
vay, vere sun come up, vere sun go down. Ees no rabbits. 
Ees nodings, nodings ° i 

He stopped Hazel looked at Fiver apprehensively. 

‘Den I go down, go down in bottom. Ees farm vid peeg 
trees all round, on hddle hill. You know?’ 

‘No, we don’t know it But go on.’ A 

‘I show you. ’E not far You see ’im Und here ees rabbits. 
Ees rabbits live m box; live vid men. You know?’ . 

‘Live with men? Did you say “Live with men?” 4 

‘Ya, ya, live vid men In shed; rabbits live in box in shed. 
Men pring food You know?’ ‘ 

‘I know this happens,’ said Hazel ‘I’ve heard of it. 
That’s fine, Kehaar You’ve been very thorough. But it 
can’t help us, can ıt?’ a 

‘I tink ees mudders In peeg box But else ees no rabbits; 


not in fields, not m voods. No rabbits. Anyvays I no see 
?em.” 


‘That sounds bad.’ 


“Vait I tell more. Now you ’ear I go flying, oder vay» 
vere sun go middle of day. You know, dis vay ees Pees 
Vater ° : 

“Did you go to the Big Water, then?’ asked Bigwig. 


‘Na, na, not near so far. But out dis vay ees river, you 
know?’ 


‘No, we haven’t been so far.’ 


‘Ees river; repeated Kehaar, ‘Und here ees town of 
rabbits.’ 


‘On the other side of the river?’ 


“Na, na You go dat vay, ees peeg fields all de vay. Den 
after long vay ees come to town of rabbits, ver’ big. Und 
after dat ees iron road und den river.’ 

‘Iron road?’ asked Fiver, 
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‘Ya, ya, ron road You not seen heem - iron road? Men 
make heem ° 
Kehaar’s speech was so outlandish and distorted at the 
best of times that 1¢ was only too common for the rabbits to 
be unsure what he meant The vernacular words which he 
used now for ‘iron’ and ‘road’ (familar enough to sea- 
gulls), his listeners had scarcely ever heard Kehaar was 
quick to impatience and now, as often, they felt at a dis- 
advantage ın the face of his famiharity with a wider world 
than ther own Hazel thought quickly Two things were 
clear Kehaar had evidently found a big warren some way 
off to the south and whatever the iron road was, the warren 
was on this side both of1t and ofa river Ifhe had understood 
rightly, ıt seemed to follow that the iron road and the river 
could be ignored for their purposes 
‘Kehaar,’ he said, ‘I want to be certain Can we get to the 
rabbits’ town without bothering about the iron road and 
the river?’ 
‘Ya, ya Not go to iron road Rabbit’s town ın bushes for 
peeg, lonely fields Plenty mudders ° 
‘How long would it take to go from here to the — to the 
town?’ 
“I tink two days Ees long vay’ 
‘Good for you, Kehaar You’ve done everything we 
hoped You rest now We'll feed you as long as you want’? 
‘Sleep now Tomorrow plenty beetle, ya, ya ° 
The rabbits made their way back to the honeycomb 
Hazel told Kehaar’s news and a long, disorderly, intermit- 
tent discussion began This was their way of reachng a 
conclusion The fact that there was a warren two or three 
day’s journey to the south flickered and oscillated down 
among them as a penny wavers down through deep water, 
moving one way and the other, shifting, vanishing, re- 
appearing, but always sinking towards the firm bottom 
Hazel let the talk run on as long as it would, until at last they 
dispersed and slept 
The neat morning they went about their hives as usual, 
feeding Kehaar and themselves, playing and digging But 
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all this time, just as a drop of water slowly swells until it 1s 
heavy enough to fall from a twig, the idea of what they 
meant to do was becoming clear and unanimous. By the 
following day Hazel saw it plain. It so happened that the 
tme for speaking came when he was sitting on the bank at 
sunrise, with Fiver and three or four others. There was no 
need to summon a general gathering The thing was settled. 
When ıt reached them, those who were not there would 
accept what he had said without having heard him at 
all 


‘This warren that Kehaar found,’ said Hazel, ‘he said it 
was big’ 

“So we can’t take it by force,’ said Bigwig ; 

‘I don’t think I want to go and join it,’ said Hazel ‘Do 
you”? ? 

‘And leave here?’ replied Dandelion ‘After all our work! 
Besides, I reckon we'd have a thin time. N o, I’m sure none of 
us wants to do that’ 

“What we want 1s to get some does and bring them back 
here,’ said Hazel ‘Will that be difficult, do you think? 

‘I should have thought not,’ said Holly. ‘Big warrens are 
often overcrowded and some of the rabbits can’t get enough 
to eat. The young does get edgy and nervous and some of 
them don’t have any kittens on that account. At least, the 
kittens begin to grow inside them and then they melt away 
again into their bodies You know this?’ 

‘I didn’t know,’ said Strawberry. 

‘That’s because you’ve never been overcrowded. But our 
warren — the Threarah’s warren — was overcrowded a year 
or two back and a lot of the younger does were re-absorbing 
their litters before they were born The Threarah told me . 
that long ago, El-ahrairah made a bargain with Frith. Frith 
promised him that rabbits were not to be born dead or 
unwanted If there’s little chance of a decent hfe for them, 
re a doe’s privilege to take them back into her body un- 

orn * 

“Yes, I remember the bargain story,’ said Hazel ‘So you 
think there may be discontented does? That’s hopeful. 


KEHAAR 203 


We’re agreed, then, that we ought to send an expedition 

to this warren and that there’s a good chance of beng 

successful without fighting Do you want everyone to 
0?? 

‘Td say not,’ said Blackberry ‘Two or three days’ 
journey, and we’re all m danger, both going and coming 
It would be less dangerous for three or four rabbits than for 
hrair Three or four can travel quickly and aren’t conspic- 
uous and the Chief Rabbit of this warren would be less 
likely to object to a few strangers coming with a civil 
request ° 

‘I’m sure that’s right,’ said Hazel ‘We’ll send four 
rabbits and they can explain how we come to be m this 
difficulty and ash to be allowed to persuade some does to 
come back with them I don’t see that any Chief Rabbit can 
object to that I wonder which of us would be the best to 
send?’ 

‘Hazel-rah, you mustn’t go,’ said Dandehon ‘You're 
needed here and we don’t want to rsh you Everyone’s 
agreed on that’ i 

Hazel had known already that they would not let hım 
lead the embassy It was a disappointment, but nevertheless 
he felt that they were right The other warren would have 
little opmion of a Chief Rabbit who ran his own errands 
Besides, he was not particularly impressive in appearance or 
as a speaker This was a job for someone else 

‘All right,’ he said ‘I knew you wouldn’t let me go I’m 
not the right fellow anyway — Holly ıs He knows everything 
about moving ın the open and he’ll be able to talk well when 
he gets there’ 

No one contradicted this Holly was the obvious choice, 
but to select his companions was less easy Everyone was 
ready to go, but the business was so important that at last 
they considered each rabbit ın turn, discussing who would 
be the most hkely to survive the long journey, to arrive in 
good shape and to go down well ina strange warren Big- 
wig, rejected on the grounds that he might quarrel in 
strange company, was inclined to be sulky at first, but 
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came round when he remembered that he could go on 
looking after Kehaar. Holly himself wanted to take Bluebell 
but as Blackberry said, one funny joke at the expense of the 
Chief Rabbit might ruin everything. Finally they chose 
Silver, Buckthorn and Strawberry. Strawberry said little 
but was obviously very much pleased He had suffered a 
good deal to show that he was no coward and now he had 
the satisfaction of knowing that he was worth something to 
his new friends. , 
They started early ın the morning, in the grey light. 
Kehaar had undertaken to fly out later in the day, to make 
sure they were going in the right direction and bring back 
news of therr progress Hazel and Bigwig went with them to 
the southern end of the hanger and watched as they slipped 
away, heading to the west of the distant farm. Holly seemed 
confident and the other three were in high spirits. Soon they 


were lost to sight in the grass and Hazel and Bigwig turned 
back into the wood. 


“Well, we’ve done the best we can,’ said Hazel. ‘The 
rest’s up to them and to El-ahrairah, now. But surely it 
ought to be all right ?? 

N said Bigwig. ‘Let’s hope they’re back 
rward to a nice doe and a litter of 
- Lots of little Bigwigs, Hazel! Think of 


24 Nuthanger Farm 


When Robyn came to Notyngham, 
Sertenly withouten layn, 

He prayed to God and myld Mary 
To bryng hym out save agayn 


Beside him stod a gret-hedid munke, 
I pray to God woo he be! 

Tful sone he knew gode Robyn, 
As sone as he hym se 


Child, No 119 Robin Hood and the Monk 


Hazel sat on the bank ın the midsummer might There had 
been no more than five hours’ darkness and that of a palhd, 
twilit quality which kept him wakeful and restless Every- 
thing was going well Kehaar had found Holly during the 
afternoon and corrected his line a little to the west He had 
left him in the shelter of a thick hedge, sure of his course 
for the big warren It seemed certain now that two days 
would be enough for the journey Bigwig and some of the 
other rabbits had already begun enlarging their burrows in 
preparation for Holly’s return Kehaar had had a violent 
quarrel with a kestrel, screaming insults ın a voice fit to 
startle a Cormsh harbour and although it had ended in- 
conclusively, the kestrel seemed hkely to regard the neigh- 
bourhood of the hanger with healthy respect for the future 
Things had not looked better since they had first set out from 
Sandleford 

A spirit of happy mischief entered into Hazel He felt as 
he had on the morning when they crossed the Enborne and 
he had set out alone and found the beanfield He was con- 
fident and ready for adventure But what adventure? Some- 
thing worth telling to Holly and Silver on ther return 
Something to — well, not to dummuish what they were going 
to do No, of course not — but just to show them that their 
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Chief Rabbit was up to anything that they were up 7 
thought ıt over as he hopped down the bank and sniffe es 
a patch of salad burnet ın the grass. What, now, would ifs 
hikely to give them just a little, not unpleasant re A : 
Suddenly he thought, ‘Suppose, when they got back, th 
there were one or two docs here already?’ And in the same 
moment he remembered what Kehaar had said about F 
box full of rabbits at the farm What soit of rabbits coul 
they be? Did they ever come out of their box? Had they 
ever seen a wild rabbit? Kehaar had said that the farm se 
not far from the foot of the down, on a little hill So it coul 
easily be reached in the early morning, before 1ts men wer i 
about. Any dogs would probably be chained, but the a 
would be loose A rabbit could outrun a cat as long as : 
kept in the open and saw it coming first. The importan 
thing was not to be stalked unawares He should be able ie 
move along the hedgerows without attracting elil, unless he 
was very unlucky. 

But what did he intend to do exactly? Why was he going 
to the farm? Hazel finished the last of the burnet and an 
swered himself ın the starlıght ‘Ill Just have a look round, 
he said, ‘and if I can find those box rabbits I’ll try to talk to 
them, nothing more than that. I’m not going to take any 
risks — well, not real risks — not until I see whether 1t’s 
worth it, anyway ° 

Should he go alone? It would be safer and more pleasant 
to take a companion, but not more than one. They must 
not attract attention Who would be best? Bigwig? Dande- 
hon? Hazel rejected them. He needed someone who would 
do as he was told and not start having ideas of his own At 
once he thought of Pipkin Pipkin would follow him without 
question and do anything he asked At this moment he was 
probably asleep in the burrow which he shared with Blue- 
bell and Acorn, down a short run leading off the Honey- 
comb. 


Hazel was lucky He found Pipkin close to the mouth of 
the burrow and already awake He brought him out with- 
out disturbing the oth 


er two rabbits and led him up by the 
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1un that gave on the bank Pipkin looked about him un- 
certainly, bewildered and half-expecting some danger 

‘It’s all right, Hlao-roo,’ said Hazel ‘There’s nothing to 
be afraid of I want you to come down the hill and help me 
to find a farm I’ve heard about We’rc just going to have a 
look round ıt ° 

‘Round a farm, Hazel-rah? What for? Won’t it be 
dangerous? Cats and dogs and ~’ 

‘No, you'll be quite all mght with me Just you and me ~ I 
don’t want anyone else I’ve got a secret plan, you mustn’t 
tell the others — for the tıme bemg anyway I particularly 
want you to come and no onc else will do’ 

This had exactly the effect that Hazel tended Pipkin 
needed no further persuasion and they sct off together, over 
the grass trach, across the turf beyond and down the escarp- 
ment They went through the narrow belt of trees and came 
into the field where Holly had called Bigwig in the dark 
Here Hazel paused, sniffing and listening It was the time 
before dawn when owls return, usually hunting as they go 
Although a full-grown rabbit 1s not really ın danger from 
owls, there are few who take no account of them Stoats and 

foxes might be abroad also, but the night was still and damp 
and Hazel, secure in his mood of gay confidence, felt sure 
that he would either smell or hear any hunter on four feet 

Wherever the farm might be, ıt must le beyond the road 
that ran along the opposite edge of the field He set offat an 
easy pace, with Pipkin close behind Moving quietly in and 
out of the hedgerow up which Holly and Bluebell had come 
and passing, on their way, under the cables humming faintly 
in the darkness above, they took only a few minutes to 
reach the road 

There are times when we know for a certainty that all 1s 
well A batsman who has played a fine innings will say after- 
wards that he felt he could not muss the ball and a speaker 
or an actor, on hus lucky day, can sense his audience carry- 
ing him as though he were swimming m miraculous, buoy- 
ant water Hazel had this feeling now All round him was 

the quiet, summer might, luminous with starhght but paling 


208 ON WATERSIIP DOWN 

to dawn on one side There was nothing to fear and he 
felt ready to skip through a thousand farmyards one after the 
other. As he sat with Pipkin on the bank above the tar- 
smelling road, it did not strike him as particularly lucky 
when he saw a young rat scuttle across from the opposite 
hedge and disappear into a clump of fading stitchwort 
below them He had known that some guide or other would 
turn up. He scrambled quickly down the bank and found 
the rat nosing in the ditch. 


“The farm,’ said Hazel, ‘where’s the farm — near here, on 
a little hill?’ 


The rat stared at him with twitching whiskers. It had 
no particular reason to be friendly, but there was some- 


thing in Hazel’s look that made a civil answer natural. 
‘Over road Up lane’ 


The sky was growing lighter each moment Hazel crossed 
the road without waiting for Pipkin, who caught him up 
under the hedge bordering the near side of the little lane 


From here, after another listening pause, they began to 
make their way up the slope towards the northern sky- 
line 


Nuthanger is lıke a farm ın an old tale Between Ecchins- 
well and the foot of Watership Down and about half a mile 


from each, there is a broad knoll, steeper on the north side 
but falling gently on the south — like the down ridge itself. 
N 


arrow lanes climb both slopes and come together in a 
great ring of elm trees which encircles the flat summit Any 
wind — even the lightest — draws from the height of the elms 
a rushing sound, multifohate and powerful. Within this 
ting stands the farmhouse, with its barns and out-buildings 


e house may be two hundred years old or 1t may be older, 
built of brick, witha stone-faced front looking south towards 
the down On the east side, in front of the house, a barn 
stands clear of the ground on staddle-stones; and opposite 1S 
the cow-byre 


As Hazel and Pipkin reached the top of the slope, the 
first light showed clearly the farmyard and buildings The 
birds singing all about them were those to which they had 
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been accustomed in former days A robin on a low branch 
twittered a phrase and listened for another that answered 
him from beyond the farmhouse A chaffinch gave its httle 
falling song and farther off, high ın an elm, a chiff-chaff be- 
gan to call Hazel stopped and then sat up, the better to 
scent the air Powerful smells ofstraw and cow-dung mingled 
with those of elm-leaves, ashes and cattle-feed Fainter 
traces came to his nose as the overtones of a bell sound in a 
tramed ear Tobacco, naturally a good deal of cat and 
rather less dog and then, suddenly and beyond doubt, 
rabbit He looked at Pipkin and saw that he too had caught 
1t 

While these scents reached them they were also listening 
But beyond the hght movements of birds and the first 
buzzing of the flies immediately around them, they could 
hear nothing but the continual susurration of the trees 
Under the northern steep of the down the air had been 
still, but here the southerly breeze was magnified by the 
elms, with their myriads of small, fluttering leaves, just as 
the effect of sunlight on a garden 1s magmified by dew 
The sound, coming from the topmost branches, disturbed 
Hazel because ıt suggested some huge approach ~— an ap- 
proach that was never completed and he and Pipkin re- 
mained still for some time, listening tensely to this loud yet 
meaningless vehemence high overhead 

They saw no cat but near the house stood a flat-roofed 
dog-kennel They could just glimpse the dog asleep inside — 
a large, smooth-harred, black dog, with head on paws 
Hazel could not see a cham, but then, after a moment, he 
noticed the line of a thin rope that came out through the 
kennel door and ended ın some sort of fastening on the roof 
‘Why a rope?’ he wondered and then thought, ‘Because a 
restless dog cannot rattle it ın the mght’ 

The two rabbits began to wander among the out- 
buildings At first they took care to remain in cover and 
continually on the watch for cats But they saw none and 
soon grew bolder, crossing open spaces and even stopping to 
mbble at dandchons in the patches of weeds and rough 
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grass. Guided by scent, Hazel made his way to a low-roofed 
shed The door was half open and he went through it with 
scarcely a pause at the brick threshold. Immediately op- 
posite the door, on a broad wooden shelf — a kind of platform 
-stood a wire-fronted hutch. Through the mesh he could see 
a brown bowl, some greenstuff and the ears of two or three 
rabbits As he stared, one of the rabbits came close to the 
wire, looked out and saw him d 

Besıde the platform, on the near side, was an up-ende 
bale of straw Hazel jumped lightly on it and from there to 
the thick planks, which were old and soft-surfaced, dusty and 
covered with chaff Then he turned back to Pipkin, waiting 
just inside the door. | 

‘Hlao-roo, he said, ‘there’s only one way out of this 
place You'll have to keep watching for cats or we may be 
trapped Stay at the door and if you see a cat outside, tell me 
at once.’ 


“Right, Hazel-rah,’ said Pipkin ‘It’s all clear at the 
moment } 

Hazel went up to the side of the hutch. The wired front 
projected over the edge of the shelf so that he could neither 
reach it nor look in, but there was a knot-hole in one of the 
boards facing him and on the far side he could see a twitch- 
ing nose 


‘I am Hazel-rah,’ he said. ‘I have come to talk to you. 
Can you understand me?? 


The answer was ın slightly strange but perfectly intel- 
ligible Lapine. 


‘Yes, we understand you My name 1s Boxwood. Where 
do you come from?’ 

‘From the hills My friends and I live as we please, with- 
out men We eat the grass, he in the sun and sleep under- 
ground How many are you?? 

‘Tour. Buchs and does’ 

‘Do you ever come out?” 

“Yes, sometimes A child takes us out and puts us in a pen 
on the grass ° 


‘I have come to tell you about my warren We need more 
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rabbits We want you to run away from the farm and join us ° 
“There’s a wire door at the back of this hutch,’ said Box- 
wood ‘Come down:there we can talh more easily ° 
The door was made of wire netting on a wooden frame, 
with two leather hinges nailed to the uprights and a hasp and 
staple fastened with a twist of wire Four rabbits were 
crowded against the wire, pressing their noses through the 
mesh Two — Laurel and Clover — were short-haired black 
Angoras The others, Boxwood and his doe Haystack, were 
blach and white Himalayans 
Hazel began to speah about the hfe of the downs and the 
eacitement and freedom enjoyed by wild rabbits In his 
usual straight-forward way he told about the predicament of 
his warren ın having no does and how he had come to look 
for some ‘But,’ he said, ‘we don’t want to steal your does 
All four of you are welcome to join us, bucks and does alike 
There’s plenty for everyone on the hills ° He went on to talk 
of the evening feed 1n the sunset and of early morning in the 
long grass 
The hutch rabbits seemed at once bewildered and fas- 
ciated Clover, the Angora doe — a strong, active rabbit — 
was Clearly excited by Hazel’s description and asked several 
questions about the warren and the downs It became plain 
that they thought of their life in the hutch as dull but safe 
They had learned a good deal about elil from some source 
or other and seemed sure that few wild rabbits survived for 
long Hazel realized that although they were glad to talk to 
him and welcomed his visit because ıt brought a little excite- 
ment and change into their monotonous hfe, ıt was not 
within their capacity to tahe a decision and act on ıt They, 
did not know how to make up their minds To him and his 
companions, sensing and acting were second nature, but 
these rabbits had never had to act to save their lives or 
even to find a meal If he was going to get any of them as 
far as the down they would have to be urged He sat quiet 
for a little, nibbling a patch of bran spilt on the boards out- 
side the hutch Then he said, 
‘I must go back now to my friends ın the hills but we shall 
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return. We shall come one night and when we do, believe 
me, we shall open your hutch as casily as the farmer mare 
and then, any of you who wish will be free to come wit bd 

Boxwood was about to reply when suddenly Pipkin ae 
from the floor. ‘Hazel, there’s a cat in the yard outside! 

“We're not afraid of cats,’ said Hazel to Boxwood, 
long as we’re in the open.’ Trying to appear unhurried, F 
went back to the floor by way of the straw-bale and e 
over to the door. Pipkin was looking through the hinge. He 
was plainly frightened. 


‘I think 1t’s smelt us, Hazel,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid it knows 
where we are’ 

“Don’t stay there, then,” said Hazel. ‘Follow me close pn 
run when I do’ Without waiting to look out through t A 
hinge, he went round the half-open door of the shed an 
stopped on the threshold. ie 

The cat, a tabby with white chest and paws, was at i 
farther end of the little yard, walking slowly and pan res r 
along the side of a pile of logs When Hazel appeared in t 
doorway it saw hım at once and stood stock-still, with gute 
eyes and twitching tail. Hazel hopped slowly across 
threshold and stopped again. Already sunlight was slanting 
across the yard and in the stillness the flies buzzed about A 
patch of dung a few feet away. There wasa smell of straw an 
dust and hawthorn. : 

‘You look hungry,’ said Hazel to the cat, ‘Rats getting 
too clever, I suppose?’ 

The cat made no reply 
The cat crouched almost 
head forward between its 


Hazel sat blinking in the sunshine. 
flat on the ground, thrusting its 
front paws. Close behind, Pıp- 

kın fidgeted and Hazel, never taking his eyes from the cat, 
could sense that he was trembling. ; 

‘Don’t be frightened, Hiao-roo,’ he whispered. ‘I H get 
you away, but you must wait till it comes for us. Keep still. 

The cat began to lash its tail Its hindquarters lifted and 
wagged from side to side in mounting excitement. 

‘Can you run?’ 


said Hazel ‘I think not Why, you pop- 
eyed, back-door Saucer-scraper — 
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The cat flung itself across the yard and the two rabbits 
leapt into flight with great thrusts of their hind legs The cat 
came very fast indeed and although both of them had been 
braced ready to move on the instant, they were barely out of 
the yard in tıme Racing up the side of the long barn, they 
heard the Labrador barlung n eacitement as ıt ran to the 
full extent of ıts rope A man’s voice shouted to ıt From the 
cover of the hedge beside the lane they turned and looked 
bach The cat had stopped short and was licking one paw 
with a pretence of nonchalance 

‘They hate to look silly,’ said Hazel ‘It won’t give us any 
more trouble If ıt hadn’t charged at us like that ıt would 
have followed us much farther and probably called up 
another as well And somehow you can’t make a dash un- 
less they do it first It’s a good thing you saw ıt coming, 
Hlao-roo ° 

‘I’m glad if I helped, Hazel But what were we up to, and 
why did you talk to the rabbits in the box?’ 

‘PI tell you all about it later on Let’s go into the field 
now, and feed, then we can make our way home as slowly 
as you lhe’ 


25 The Raid 


He went consenting, or else he was no king It was no one’s place 
to say to him, ‘It 1s time to make the offering ” 


Mary Renault The King Must Die 


As things turned out, Hazel and Pipkin did not come back 
to the Honeycomb until the evening They were still feeding 
in the field when ıt came on to rain, with a cold wind, and 
they took shelter first in the near-by ditch and then — since 
the ditch was on a slope and had a fair flow of rainwater in 
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about ten minutes - among some sheds half-way down the 
lane They burrowed into a thick pile of straw and ae 
some time remained listening for rats. But all was quiet an 
they grew drowsy and fell asleep, while outside the fee 
settled in for the morning When they woke it was mid- 
afternoon and still drizzling It seemed to Hazel that there 
was no particular hurry The going would be troublesome In 
the wet and anyway no self-respecting rabbit could seal 
without a forage round the sheds. A pile of mangels a 
swedes occupied them for some tıme and they set out only 
when the light was beginning to fade. They took their time 
and reached the hanger a little before dark, with nothing 
worse to trouble them than the discomfort of soaking wet 
fur. Only two or three of the rabbits were out to a rather 
subdued silflay in the wet No one remarked on their absence 
and Hazel went underground at once, telling Pipkin to say 
nothing about their adventure for the time being He found 
his burrow empty, lay down and fell asleep. 

Waking, he found Fiver beside him as usual It was some 
time before dawn The earth floor felt pleasantly dry and 


snug and he was about to go back to sleep when Fiver 
spoke 

“You’ve been wet through, Hazel.’ : 

“Well, what about it? The grass 1s wet, you know 

“You didn’t get so wet on silflay You were soaked. You 
weren't here at all yesterday, were you?’ - 

‘Oh, I went foraging down the hill ° 3 

“Eating swedes and your feet smell of farmyard — hens 
droppings and bran But there’s some other funny thing 
besides — something I can’t smell What happened ?’ ; 

_ Well, I had a bit ofa brush with a cat, but why worry? 
‘Because you’re concealing something, Hazel Something 
dangerous °’ 


“It’s Holly that’s in danger, not I. Why bother about 
me?? ` 
‘Holly?’ replied Fiver in surprise ‘But Holly and the 


others reached the big warren early yesterday evening. 


Kehaar told us. Do you mean to say you didn’t know?’ 
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Hazel felt fairly caught out ‘Well, I hnow now,’ he 
rephed ‘I’m glad to hear ıt ° 

‘So ıt comes to this,’ said Fiver ‘You went to a farm yes- 
terday and escaped from a cat And whatever you were up 
to, ıt was so much on your mind that you forgot to ash about 
Holly last might ° 

‘Well, all nght, Diver — PI tell you all about ıt I took 
Pipkin and went to that farm that Kehaar told us about, 
where there are rabbits in a hutch I found the rabbits and 
talked to them and I’ve tahen a notion to go back one 
night and get them out, to come and join us here’ 

‘What for?’ 

‘Well, two of them are does, that’s what for’ 

‘But if Holly’s successful we shall soon have plenty of 
does and from all I’ve ever heard of hutch rabbits, they 
don’t take easily to wild hfe The truth 1s, you’re just trying 
to be clever? 

‘Trying to be clever?’ said Hazel ‘Well, we'll just see 
whether Bigwig and Blachberry think so ’ 

‘Rushing your life and other rabbits’ lives for something 
that’s of httle or no value to us,’ said Fiver ‘Oh yes, of 
course the others will go with you You're their Chief 
Rabbit You’re supposed to decide what’s sensible and they 
trust you Persuading them will prove nothing, but three or 
four dead rabbits will prove you’re a fool, when it’s too late ° 

‘Oh, be quiet,’ answered Hazel ‘I’m going to sleep ’ 

During silflay next morning, with Piphin for a respectful 
chorus, he told the others about his visit to the farm As he 
had expected, Bigwig jumped at the idea of a raid to free 
the hutch rabbits 

‘It can’t go wrong,’ he said ‘It’s a splendid idea, Hazel! 
I don’t know how you open a hutch, but Blackberry will 
see to that What annoys me 1s to think you ran from that 
cat A good rabbit’s a match for a cat, any day My mother 
went for one once and she fairly gave it something to re- 

member, I can tell you scratched its fur out hhe willow- 
herb in autumn! Just leave the farm cats to me and one or 
two of the others!’ 
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Blackberry took a little more convincing: but he, like 
Bigwig and Hazel himself, was secretly disappointed not to 
have gone on the expedition with Holly: and when the other 
two pointed out that they were relying on him to tell them 
how to get the hutch open, he agreed to come. 

‘Do we need to take everyone?’ he asked. ‘You say the 
dog’s tied up and I suppose there can’t be more than three 
cats. Too many rabbits will only be a nuisance in the dark: 
someone will get lost and we shall have to spend time looking 
for him.’ i 

‘Well, Dandelion, Speedwell and Hawkbit then,’ said 
Bigwig, ‘and leave the others behind. Do you mean to go 
tonight, Hazel-rah?’ 

“Yes, the sooner the better,’ said Hazel. ‘Get hold of those 
three and tell them’. Pity it’s going to be dark — we could 
have taken Kehaar- he’d have enjoyed ıt.’ 

However, their hopes for that night were disappointed, 
for the rain returned before dusk, settling in on a north- 
west wind and carrying up the hill the sweet-sour smell of 
flowering privet from cottage hedges below. Hazel sat on 
the bank until the light had quite faded. At last, when 1t was 
clear that the rain wasgoing to stay for the night, he joined 
the others in the Honeycomb. They had persuaded Kehaar 
to come down out of the wind and wet, and one of Dande- 
lion’s tales of El-ahrairah was followed by an extraordinary 
story, that left everyone mystified but fascinated, about a 
time when Frith had to go away on a journey, leaving the 
whole world to be covered with ram. But a man built a 
great, floatmg hutch that held all the animals and birds 
until Frith returned and let them out 

‘It won’t happen tonight, will it, Hazel-rah?’ asked 
Pipkin, listening to the rain in the beech leaves outside. 
“There’s no hutch here’ 

“Kehaar’ll fly you up to the moon, Hlao-roo,’ said Blue- 


bell, “and you can come down on Bigwig’s head like a birch 


branch in the frost. But there’s time to go to sleep first ° 
Before Fiver sle 


pt, however, he talked again to Hazel 
about the raid 
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‘I suppose it’s no good asking you not to go?’ he said 

‘Look here,’ answered Hazel, ‘have you got one of your 
bad turns about the farm? If you have, why not say so 
straight out? Then we’d all know where we were’ 

‘I’ve no feelings about the farm one way or the other,’ 
said Fiver ‘But that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s all right 
The feelings come when they will — they don’t always come 
Not for the lendri, not for the crow If1t comes to that, I’ve 
no idea what’s happening to Holly and the others It might 
be good or bad But there’s something that frightens me 
about you yourself, Hazel just you, not any of the others 
You’re all alone, sharp and clear, like a dead branch against 
the sky’ 

‘Well, if you mean you can see trouble for me and not for 
any of the others, tell them and Pl leave ıt to them to de- 
cide whether I ought to keep out oft But that’s giving up a 
lot, Fiver, you know Even with your word for ıt, someone’s 
bound to think I’m afraid ’ 

‘Well, I say it’s not worth the risk, Hazel Why not wait 
for Holly to come back? That’s all we have to do’ 

‘Pll be snared if I wait for Holly Can’t you see that the 
very thing I want 1s to have these does here when he comes 
back? But look, Fiver, TIl tell you what I’ve come to trust 
you so much that I'll take the greatest care In fact, I won’t 
even go into the farmyard myself I'll stay outside, at the 

top of the lane and if that’s not meeting your fears half- 
way, then I don’t know what ıs ° 

Fiver said no more and Hazel turned his thoughts to the 
raid and the difficulty he foresaw of getting the hutch 
rabbits to go the distance back to the warren 

~ The nest day was bright and dry, with a fresh wind that 
cleared up what remaimed of the wet The clouds came 
racing over the ridge from the south as they had on the 
May evening when Hazel first chmbed the down But now 
they were higher and smaller, settling at last into a macherel 
sky like a beach at low tide Hazel took Bigwig and Black- 
berry to the edge of the escarpment, whence they could 
look across to Nuthanger on its little hill He described the 
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approach and went on to explain how the rabbit-hutch was 
to be found. Bigwig was in high spirits. The wind and the 
prospect of action excited him and he spent some time with 
Dandelion, Hawkbit and Speedwell, pretending to be a cat 
and encouraging them to attack him as realistically as they 
could. Hazel, whose talk with Fiver had somewhat clouded 
him, recovered as he watched them tussling over the grass 
and ended by joining in himself, first as an attacker and 
then as the cat, starmg and quivering for all the world like 
the Nuthanger tabby. 

‘I shall be disappointed if we don’t meet a cat after all 
this,’ said Dandelion, as he waited for his turn to run at a 
fallen beech branch from one side, claw it twice and dash 
out again. ‘I feel a really dangerous animal ’ 

“You vatch heem, Meester Dando,’ said Kehaar, who we 
hunting for snails in the grass near-by. ‘Meester Pigvig, is 
vant you tink all vun peeg yoke; make you prave Cat e 
no yoke You no see ‘um, you no ear *im. Den yomp! *E 
come,’ . 
“But we’re not going there to eat, Kehaar,’ said Bigwig. 
hat makes all the difference. We shan’t stop watching 
for cats the whole time.’ > 

“Why not eat the cat?’ said Bluebell. ‘Or bring one back 
here for breeding? That ought to improve the warren stock 
no end’ 

Hazel and Bigwig had decided that the raid should be 
carried out as soon after dark as the farm was quiet This 
meant that they would cover the half mile to the outlying 
sheds at sunset, instead of risking the confusion of a night 
Journey over ground that only Hazel knew. They could 
steal a meal among the swedes, halt till darkness and cover. 
the short distance to the farm after a good rest. Then - 
provided they could cope with the cats — there would be 
plenty of time to tackle the hutch; whereas if they were to 
amive at dawn they would be working against time before 
men came on the scene. F inally, the hutch rabbits would not 
be missed until the following morning. 


sind remember,” said Hazel, ‘it'll probably take these 


£ 
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rabbits a long time to get to the down We shall have to be 
patient with them I’d rather do that m darkness, elil or no 
ell We don’t want to be messing about in broad dayhght ’ 

“If it comes to the worst,’ said Bigwig, ‘we can leave the 
hutch rabbits and bolt Ell take the hindmost, don’t they? 
I know it’s tough, but if there’s real trouble we ought to 
save our own rabbits first Let’s hope that doesn’t happen, 
though °’ 

When they came to set out, Fiver was nowhere to be seen 
Hazel felt relieved, for he had been afraid that Fiver might 
Say something that would lower their spirits But there was 
nothing worse to contend with than Pipkin’s disappointment 
at beng left behind, and this was dispelled when Hazel 
assured him that the only reason was that he had already 
done his bit Bluebell, Acorn and Pipkin came with them 
to the foot of the hill and watched them down the hedge- 
row 

They reached the sheds ın the twihght after sunset, The 
summer nightfall was unbroken by owls and so quiet that 
they could plainly hear the mtermittent, monotonous 
‘Chug chug chug’ of a nightmgale in the distant woods 
Two rats among the swedes showed their teeth, thought 
better ofit and left them alone When they had foraged, they 
rested comfortably ın the straw until the western light was 
quite gone 

Rabbits do not name the stars, but nevertheless Hazel was 
fanuhar with the sight of Capella rising, and he watched it 
now until ıt stood gold and bright in the dark north-eastern 
horizon to the right of the farm When ıt reached a certain 
point which he had fixed, beside a bare branch, he roused 
the others and led them up the slope towards the elms 
Near the top he slipped through the hedge and brought 
them down into the lane 

Hazel had already told Bigwig of his promise to Fiver to 
keep out of danger, and Bigwig, who had changed much 
Since the early days, had no fault to find 

“If that’s what Fiver says, you’d better do it, Hazel,’ he 
said “Anyhow, xl sut us You stay outside the farm ın a 
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safe place and we’ll bring the rabbits out to you: then you 
can take over and get us all away.’ What Hazel had not 
said was that the idea that he should remain in the lane 
was his own suggestion, and that Fiver had acquiesced only 
because he could not persuade him to give up the idea of 
the raid altogether. 

Crouching under a fallen branch on the verge of the lane, 
Hazel watched the others as they followed Bigwig down 
towards the farmyard They went slowly, rabbit-fashion, 
hop, step and pause The night was dark and they were 
soon out of sight, though he could hear them moving down 
the side of the long barn He settled down to wait. 

Bigwig’s hopes of action were fulfilled almost at once. The 
cat that he met as he reached the far end of the barn was 
not Hazel’s tabby, but another, gmger, black and white 
(and therefore a female), one of those slim, trotting; quick 
moving, tail-twitching cats that sit on farm window-sills 
in the rain or keep watch from the tops of sacks on sunny 
afternoons, It came briskly round the corner of the barn, 
saw the rabbits and stopped dead 

Without an mstant’s hesitation Bigwig went straight for 
it, as though it had been the beech branch on the down But 
quicker even than he Dandelion ran forward, scratched it 

and leapt clear As ıt turned, Bigwig threw his full weight 
upon ıt from the other side. The cat closed with him, biting 
and scratching, and Bigwig rolled over on the ground. The 
others could hear him swearing hke a cat hımself and 
struggling for a hold Then he sank one back leg into the 
cat's side and kicked backwards rapidly, several times 
Anyone who 1s familar with cats knows that they do no’ 
care for a determined assailant A dog that tries to make 
itself pleasant to a cat may very well get scratched for it: 
pains But let that same dog rush in to the attack and man} 
ot wall not wait to meet it. The farm cat was bewilderce 
by the «pred and fury of Bigwig’s charge. It was no weaklinj 
“rds cond ratter, but it had the bad luck to be up agains 
ey d fighter who was spoiling for action. As 1 
Habb ed out of Bigwig’s reach, Speedwell cuffed it acros 
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the face This was the last blow struck, for the wounded 
cat made off across the yard and disappeared under the 
fence of the cow-byre 

Bigwig was bleeding from three deep, parallel scratches 
on the inside of one hind leg The others gathered round, 
praising him, but he cut them short, looking round the 
dark yard as he tried to get his bearings 

‘Come on,’ he said ‘Quickly too, while the dog’s still 
quiet The shed the hutch — where do we go?’ 

It was Hawkbit who found the little yard Hazel had been 
anxious in case the shed door might be shut, but ıt stood 
just ajar and the five of them slipped ın one after the other 
In the thick gloom they could not make out the hutch, 
but they could both smell and hear the rabbits 

‘Blackberry,’ said Bigwig quickly, ‘you come with me 
and get the hutch open You other three, keep watching If 
another cat comes, you’ll have to take ıt on yourselves ° 

‘Fine,’ said Dandelion ‘Just leave ıt to us’ 

Bigwig and Blackberry found the straw bale and climbed 
a the planks As they dıd so, Boxwood spoke from the 

utch 

‘Who’s that? Hazel-rah, have you come back?’ 

‘Hazel-rah has sent us, answered Blackberry ‘We’ve 
come to let you out Wull you come with us?’ 

There was a pause and some movement in the hay and 
then Clover replied, ‘Yes, let us out ° 

Blackberry sniffed his way round to the wire door and 
Sat up, nosing over the frame, the hasp and the staple It 

tooh him some tıme to realize that the leather hinges were 
soft enough to bite Then he found that they lay so smooth 
and flush with the frame that he could not get his teeth to 
them Several times he tned to find a grip and at last sat 
back on his haunches, at a loss 

‘I don’t think this door’s gomg to be any good,” he said 
‘I wonder whether there’s some other way?’ 

At that moment it happened that Boxwood stood on his 
hind legs and put his front paws high on the wire Beneath 
his weight the top of the door was pressed shghtly outwards 
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and the upper of the two leather hinges gave slightly where 
the outer nail held it to the body of the hutch itself. As 
Boxwood dropped back on all fours, Blackberry saw that 
the hinge had buckled and risen just clear of the wood. 

‘Try ıt now,” he said to Bigwig. 

Bigwig got his tecth to the hinge and pulled. It tore a 
very little. 

‘By Frith, that’ll do,’ said Blackberry, for all the world 
like the Duke of Wellington at Salamanca ‘We just need 
tme, that’s all.’ 

The hinge had been well made and did not give way until 
they had put it to a great deal more tugging and biting. 
Dandelion grew nervous and twice gave a false alarm. 
Bigwig, realizing that the sentries were on the jump from 
watching and waiting with nothing to do, changed places 
with him and sent Speedwell up to take over from Black- 
berry. When at last Dandehon and Speedwell had pulled 
the leather strip off the nail, Bigwig came back to the hutch 
himself But they did not seem much nearer to success 
Whenever one of the rabbits inside stood up and rested its 
fore-paws on the upper part of the wire, the door pivoted 
lightly on the axis of the staple and the lower hinge But the 
lower hinge did not tear Blowing through his whiskers with 
impatience, Bigwig brought Blackberry back from the 
threshold ‘What’s to be done?’ he said. ‘We need some 
magic, lke that lump of wood you shoved into the 

river.’ 
, Blackberry looked at the door as Boxwood, inside, pushed 
it again The upright of the frame pressed tight against the 
lower strip of leather, but it held smooth and firm, offering 
no purchase for teeth. 


“Push it the other way — push from this side,’ he said 
ou push, Bigwig Tell that rabbit inside to get down’ 
When Bigwig stood up and pushed the top of the door in- 

wards, the frame immediately prvoted much farther than 


before, because there was no sill along the bottom of the 
outer side 


to stop it The leather hinge twisted and Bigwig 
sae ly lost his balance If it had not been for the metal 
er 
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staple arresting the pivoting, he might actually have fallen 
inside the hutch Startled, he jumped bach, growling 

‘Well, you said magic, didn’t you?’ said Blachberry with 
satisfaction ‘Do it again’ 

No strip of leather, held by only one broad-headed nail at 
each end, can stand up for long to repeated twisting Soon 
one of the nail-heads was almost out of sight under the 
frayed edges 

‘Careful now,’ said Blackberry ‘Ifit gives way suddenly 
you'll go flying Just pull ıt off with your teeth ° 

Two minutes later the door hung sagging on the staple 
alone Clover pushed the hinge side open and came out, 
followed by Boxwood 

When several creatures — men or animals — have worked 
together to overcome something offering resistance and have 
at last succeeded there follows often a pause — as though 
they felt the propriety of paying respect to the adversary 
who has put up so good a fight The great tree falls, splitting, 
craching, rushing down ın leaves to the final, shuddering 
blow along the ground Then the foresters are silent, and 
do not at once sit down After hours, the deep snowdrift 
has been cleared and the lorry is ready to take the men 
home out of the cold But thcy stand a while, leaning on 
their spades and only nodding unsmuilingly as the car- 
drivers go through, waving their thanks The cunning 
hutch door had become nothing but a piece of wire netting, 
tacked to a frame made from four strips of half-by-half, and 

the rabbits sat on the planks, sniffing and nosing 1t without 
talking After a httle while the other two occupants of the 
hutch, Laurel and Haystack, came hesitantly out and looked 
about them 

“Where 1s Hazel-rah?’ asked Laurel 
i ‘Not far away,’ said Blackberry ‘He’s waiting in the 
ane ’ 

“What is the lane?’ 

“The lane?’ said Blachberry m surprise ‘Surely —’ 

He Stopped as ıt came over him that these rabbits knew 
neither lane nor farmyard They had not the least idea of 


= 
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> ing on 
their most immediate a He was reflecting 
what this meant when Bigwig spoke. : of 
“We mustn’t wait about now,’ he said. ‘Follow me, all 
you.’ 
‘But where?’ said Boxwood. 


“Well, out of here, of course,’ said Bigwig empties) 
Boxwood looked about him. ‘I don’t know 
egan, ; ; 
i Well, I do,’ said Bigwig. ‘Just come with us. Never mind 
anything else.’ ‘ : 
The teh rabbits looked at each other in Satara at 
It was plain that they were afraid of ane f k 
buck, with his strange shock of fur and his smel aa 
blood. They did not know what to do or PR had 
was expected of them. They remembered Hazel ;t T 
been excited by the forcing of the door and curious to one 
through it once ıt was open Otherwise, they had no pu r 
whatever and no means of forming one. They had no m = 
idea of what was involved than a sen child who says 
will accompany the climbers up the fell. f 9 
Blackberry’s heart sank What was to be done with a 
Left to themselves, they would hop slowly about the oe 
and the yard until the cats got them. Of their own PAA 
they could no more run to the hills than fly to the mo en 
Was there no simple, plain idea that might get them — 
some of them ~ on the move? He turned to Clover. 
‘I don’t suppose you've ever eaten grass by night, d 
said “It tastes much better than by day. Let’s all go an 
have some, shall we?? ae fe? 
‘Oh yes,’ said Clover, ‘I’d like that But will it be =a : 
We’re all very much afraid of the cats, you know. They 


i it 
come and stare at us sometimes through the wire and 
makes us shiver,’ 


This showed at least the beginnings of sense, thought 
Blackberry, 


‘The big rabbit is a match 


for any cat,’ he replied. ‘He 
nearly killed one on the way here tonight ° 
‘And h 


€ doesn’t want to fight another if he can help it,’ 
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said Bigwig briskly ‘So if you do want to eat grass by moon- 
light, let’s go to where Hazel’s waiting for us’ 

As Bigwig led the way mto the yard, he could make out 
the shape of the cat that he had beaten, watching from the 
woodpile Cat-hke, ıt was fascinated by the rabbits and could 
not leave them alone, but ıt evidently had no stomach for 
another fight and as they crossed the yard ıt stayed where ıt 
was 

The pace was fnghteningly slow Boxwood and Clover 
seemed to have grasped that there was some sort of urgency 
and were clearly doing their best to keep up, but the other 
two rabbits, once they had hopped into the yard, sat up and 
looked about them in a foohsh manner, completely at a loss 
After a good deal of delay, during which the cat left the 
wood-pile and began to move stealthily round towards the 
side of the shed, Blackberry managed to get them out into 
the farmyard But here, finding themselves ın an even more 
open place, they settled into a hind of static panic, like that 
which sometimes comes upon ineaperienced climbers 
exposed on a sheer face They could not move, but sat 
blinking and starmg about them in the darkness, taking no 

notice of Blackberry’s coaxing or Bigwig’s orders At this 
Moment a second cat — Hazel’s tabby — came round the 
farther end of the farmhouse and made towards them As ıt 
passed the kennel the Labrador wohe and sat up, thrusting 
out its head and shoulders and looking first to one side and 
then the other It saw the rabbits, ran to the length of its 
rope and began to bark 

‘Come on!’ said Bigwig ‘We can’t stay here Up the lane, 
everybody, and quickly too’ Blackberry, Speedwell and 
Hawkbit ran at once, taking Boxwood and Clover with them 
into the darkness under the barn Dandehon remained 
beside Haystack, begging her to move and expecting every 
moment to feel the cat’s claws m his bach Bigwig leapt 
across to him 

‘Dandelion,’ he said ın his ear, ‘get out of 1t, unless you 
Want to be killed!” 

‘But the — began Dandelion 


y 


226 ON WATERSHIP DOWN 


‘Do as I say!’ said Bigwig. The noise of barking was fear- 
ful and he himself was close to panic. Dandelion a a 
moment longer. Then he left Haystack and shot up the 
lane, with Bigwig beside him 

They found the others gathered round Hazel, under on 
bank. Boxwood and Clover were trembling and seeme 
exhausted Hazel was talkıng to them reassuringly, but 
broke off as Bigwig appeared out of the dark. The dog 
stopped barking and there was quiet. 7 

“We’re all here,’ said Bigwig ‘Shall we go, Hazel 

‘But there were four hutch-rabbits,’ said Hazel. ‘Where 
are the other two?’ 

“In the farmyard,’ said Blackberry. ‘We couldn’t do any- 
thing wıth them: and then the dog began to bark. 

‘Yes, I heard ıt You mean they’re loose?’ ToN 

‘They’ll be a lot looser soon,’ said Bigwig angrily. The 
cats are there ° 

“Why did you leave them, then?’ 


‘Because they wouldn’t move. It was bad enough before 
the dog started ’ 
“Is the dog tied?’ asked Hazel. 


“Yes, it’s tied. But do you expect any rabbit to stand his 
ground a few feet from an angry dog?? 

‘No, of course not,’ replied Hazel ‘You’ve done wonders; 
Bigwig They were just telling me, before you came, that 
you gave one of the cats such a beating that it was afral 
to come back for more Now look, do you think you and 
Blackberry, with Speedwell here and Hawkbit, can get these 
two rabbits back to the warren? I’m afraid you may need 
most of the night. They can’t go very fast and you'll have 


to be patient with them Dandelion, you come with me, 
will you?’ 


“Where, Hazel-rah ??- 
“To fetch the other two,’ said Hazel ‘You’re the fastest, 


So it won’t be so dangerous for you, will it? Now, don’t 
hang about, Bigwig, 


there’s a good fellow. I’ll see you 
tomorrow ° 


Before Bigwig could reply he had disappeared under the 
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elms Dandelion remained where he was, looking at Big- 
wig uncertainly 

‘Are you going to do what he says?’ asked Bigwig 

“Well, are you?’ said Dandelion 

It took Bigwig no more than a moment to realize that uf 

he said he was not, complete disorganization would follow 
He could not take all the others back into the farm, and he 
could not leave them alone He muttered something about 
Hazel being too embleer clever by half, cuffed Hawkbit off 
a sow-thistle he was nibbling and led his five rabbits over the 
bank into the field Dandelion, left alone, set off after Hazel 
into the farmyard 

As he went down the side of the barn, he could hear Hazel 
out in the open, near the doe Haystack Neither of the hutch 
rabbits had moved from where he and Bigwig had left 
them The dog had returned to its kennel, but although it 
was not to be seen, he felt that 1t was awake and watchful 
a came cautiously out of the shadow and approached 

azel 

‘Pm just having a chat with Haystack here,’ said Hazel 
‘Tve been explaming that we’ve got a little way to go Do 
you think you could hop across to Laurel and get him to 
Join us?’ 

He spoke almost gaily, but Dandelion could see his 
dilated eyes and the shght trembling of his front paws He 
himself was now sensing something peculiar - a kind of 
lummosity — ın the air There seemed to be a curious vibra- 
ton somewhere ın the distance He looked round for the 
cats and saw that, as he feared, both were crouching in front 
of the farmhouse a little way off Their reluctance to come 
closer could be attributed to Bigwig but they would not go 
away Looking across the yard at them, Dandelhon felt a 
sudden clutch of horror 

‘Hazel!’ he whispered ‘The cats! Dear Frith, why are 
their eyes ghttermg green hhe that? Look!’ 

Hazel sat up quickly and as he did so Dandelion leapt 
back in real terror, for Hazel’s eyes were shining a deep, 
glowing red ın the dark At that moment the humming 
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vibration grew louder, quenching the rushing of the night 
breeze in the elms Then all four rabbits sat as though trans- 
fixed by the sudden, blinding light that poured over them 
hke a cloud-burst. Their very instinct was numbed in this 
terrible glare. The dog barked and then became silent once 
more. Dandelion tried to move but could not. The awful 
brightness seemed to cut into his brain. 

The car, which had driven up the lane and over the brow 
under the elms, came on a few more yards and stopped. 

‘Lucy’s rabbits is out, look!’ 

“Ah! Best get ’un in quick Leave loights on!’ 

The sound of men’s voices, from somewhere beyond the 
fierce light, brought Hazel to his senses. He could not see, 
but nothing, he realized, had happened to his hearing or his 
nose He shut his eyes and at once knew where he was. 

“Dandelion! Haystack! Shut your eyes and run,” he said. 
A moment later he smelt the chen and cool moisture of one 
of the staddle-stones. He was under the barn Dandelion 
was hear him and a little farther away was Haystack 


Outside the men’s boots scraped and grated over the stones. 
‘That’s it! Get round be’ind ?un.’ 


Hazel moved across to Haystack. ‘I’m afraid we'll have to 
leave Laurel,’ he said ‘Just follow me.’ 

Keeping under the raised floor of the barn, they all 
three scuttled back towards the elm trees The men’s voices 
were left behind Coming out into the grass near the lane, 
they found the darkness behind the headlights full of the 
fumes of exhaust -a hostile, choking smell that added to their 
confusion. Haystack sat down once more and could not be 
persuaded to move. 

“Shouldn’t we leave her, Hazel-rah?? asked Dandelion 
‘After all, the men won't hurt her — they’ve caught Laurel 
and taken him back to the hutch.’ 


“If it was a buck, Pd say yes, said Hazel ‘But we need 
this doe. Thats what we came for.’ 


At this moment they caught the smell of burning white 
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sticks and heard the men returning up the farmyard There 
was a metallic bumping as they rummaged ın the car The 
sound seemed to rouse Haystach She looked round at 
Dandelion 
‘I don’t want to go back to the hutch,’ she said 
*You’re sure?’ asked Dandelion 
‘Yes I'll go with you ° 
Dandelion immediately turned for the hedgerow It was 
only when he crossed ıt and reached the ditch beyond that 
he realized that he was on the opposite side of the lane from 
that on which they had first approached He was in a 
Strange ditch However, there seemed to be nothing to 
worry about — the ditch led down the slope and that was the 
way home He moved slowly along it, waiting for Hazel 
to join them 
Hazel had crossed the lane a few moments after Dande- 
hon and Haystack Behind him, he heard the men moving 
away from the hrududu As he topped the bank, the beam of 
a torch shone up the lane and picked out his red eyes and 
white tail disappearing into the hedge 
‘There’s ol? woild rabbit, look!’ 
‘Ah! Reckon rest of ours ain’t s’ far off Got up there with 
"un, see? Best go’n ’ave a look’ 
In the ditch, Hazel overtook Haystack and Dandelion 
under a clump of brambles 
‘Geton quickly 1f you can,’ he said to Haystack ‘The men 
are just behind ’ 
“We can’t get on, Hazel,’ said Dandelion, ‘without leav- 
ing the ditch It’s blocked ° 
Hazel sniffed ahead Immediately beyond the brambles, 
the ditch was closed by a pile of earth, weeds and rubbish 
They would have to come into the open Already the men 
were over the bank and the torch-light was flickering up and 
down the hedgerow and through the brambles above their 
very heads Then, only a few yards away, footfalls vibrated 
along the edge of the ditch Hazel turned to Dandelion 
‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I’m going to run across the corner of the 
field, from this ditch to the other one, so that they see me 
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. 3 
They'll try to shine that light on me for sure. While ae s 
doing that, you and Haystack climb the bank, get ie is 
lane and run down to the swede-shed. You can hide 
and PI jom you Ready?’ 

There a no time to argue. A moment later m 
broke almost under the men’s feet and ran across 
field - 

‘There ’e goes!’ ” 

“Keep torch on ‘un, then. Noice and steady met 

Dandelion and Haystack scrambled over the ie te 
dropped into the lane Hazel, with the torch-beam s - 
hım, had almost reached the other dıtch when he felt a a A 
blow on one of his hind legs and a hot, stinging pain a - iy 
his side The report of the cartridge sounded an ins ao 
later As he somersaulted into a clump of nettles ın a 
ditch-bottom, he remembered vividly the scent of ae A 
flowers at sunset, He had not known that the men ha 
gun 


Hazel crawled through the nettles, dragging his inyured 
leg. In a few moments 


the men would shine their laa 
hum and pick him up He stumbled along the mner te 
the ditch, feeling the blood flowing over his foot Sudde y 
he was aware of a draught agaist one side of his nose, a 
smell of damp, rotten matter and a hollow, echoing ea 
at his very ear. He was beside the mouth of a land- ia 
which emptied into the ditch — a smooth, cold eee 
narrower than a rabbit-hole, but wide enough With fla 
tened ears and belly pressed to the wet floor he crawled up 


1t, pushing a httle pile of thin mud in front of him, and lay 
still as he felt the thud of boots coming nearer. 


‘I don’ roightly know, John, whether you it ’e er not.’ 
“Ah, I xt °un all roigh 


t. That’s blood down there, see?’ 


‘Ah well, but that don’t signify. °E might be a long ways 
off be now. I reckon you've lost ’e.’ 


‘I reckon ’e’s in them nettles ° 
**Ave a look then? 
‘No ’e amt.’ 

‘Well, us can’t 80 beggarin’ up and down “ere ’alf bloody 


Br Oe ete: 
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might We got to catch them as got out th’utch Didn’t 
ought ’ave fired be roights, John Froightened they off, see? 
You c’n ’ave a look for ’1m tomorrow, if ’e’s ere? 

The silence returned, but still Hazel lay motionless in the 
whispering chill of the tunnel A cold lassitude came over 
him and he passed into a dreaming, inert stupor, full of 
cramp and pain After a tıme, a thread of blood began to 
trickle over the lip of the drain into the trampled, deserted 
ditch 


+ 


Bigwig, crouched close to Blackberry ın the straw of the 
cattle-shed, leapt to flight at the sound of the shot two 
hundred yards up the lane He checked himself and turned 
to the others 
‘Don’t run!’ he said quickly ‘Where do you want to 
1un to, anyway? No holes here’ 
‘Farther away from the gun,’ replied Blackberry, white- 
eyed 
“Wait!” said Bigwig, listening ‘They’re running down the 
lane Can’t you hear them?’ 
‘I can hear only two rabbits,’ answered Blachberry, after 
a pause, ‘and one of them sounds exhausted ° 
They looked at each other and waited Then Bigwig got 
up again 
“Stay here, all of you,’ he said ‘PI go and bring them in ’ 
Out on the verge he found Dandelion urging Haystach, 
who was lamed and spent 
“Come in here quickly,’ said Bigwig ‘For Frith’s sake, 
where’s Hazel ?? 
“The men have shot him,’ replicd Dandelion 
They reached the other five rabbits in the straw Dandc- 
hon did not wait for their questions 
“They ve shot Hazel, he said ‘They'd caught that Laurel 
and put him bach in the hutch Then they came after us 
The three of us were at the end of a blocked ditch Hazel 
Went out of his own accord, to distract their attention while 
We got away But we didn’t know they had a gun’ 
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‘Are you sure they killed him?” said Speedwell. 
‘I didn’t actually see him hit, but they were very close to 
him ° 

‘We'd better wait,’ said Bigwig. - i 

They waited a long time. At last Blackberry and Bigw z 
went cautiously back up the lane. They found the bottom : 
the ditch trampled by boots and streaked with blood, an 
returned to tell the others. 

The journey back, wıth the three hmping hutch noe 
lasted more than two weary hours All were dejected an 
wretched. When at last they reached the foot of the down 
Bigwig told Blackberry, Speedwell and Hawkbit to an 
them and go on to the warren, They approached the woo 
just at first hght and a rabbit ran to meet them through the 
wet grass. It was Fiver Blackberry stopped and wanted 
beside him while the other two went on in silence. 

‘Fiver,’ he said, ‘there’s bad news Hazel ~ 

“I know,’ replied Fiver ‘I know now.’ 

‘How do you know?’ asked Blackberry, startled 

‘As you came through the grass just now,’ said Fiver, very 
low, ‘there was a fourth rabbit behind you, limping and 
covered with blood I ran to see who it was, and then there 
were only three of you, side by side.’ 

He paused and looked across the down, as though still 
secking the bleeding rabbit who had vanished in the half- 
hght Then, as Blackberry said nothing more, he asked, 
‘Do you know what happened?’ 

When Blackberry had told his news, Fiver returned to the 
warren and went underground to his empty burrow. A 
httle later, Bigwig brought the hutch rabbits up the hill 

and at once called everyone to meet in the Honeycomb. 
Fiver did not appear. 

It was a dismal welcome for the strangers. Not even Blue- 
bell could find a cheerful word. Dandelion was mconsolable 
to think that he might have stopped Hazel breaking from 


the ditch. The mécting came to an end in a dreary silence 
anda half-hearted silflay. 
Later that morning Holly came limping into the warren. 
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Of his three companions, only Silver was alert and un- 
harmed Buckthorn was wounded ın the face and Strawberry 
was shivering and evidently ill from exhaustion There 
were no other rabbits with them 


26 Fiver Beyond 


On his dreadful journey, after the shaman has wandered through 

dark forests and over great ranges of mountains, he reaches an 

opening in the ground The most difficult stage of the adventure now 
begins The depths of the underworld open before him 

Uno Harva, quoted by Joseph Campbell 

in The Hero with a Thousand Faces 


Fiver lay on the earth floor of the burrow Outside, the 
downs were still an the intense, bright heat of noon The 
dew and gossamer had dried early from the grass and by 
mid-morning the finches had fallen silent Now, along the 
lonely expanses of wiry turf, the air wavered On the foot- 
path that led past the warren, bright threads of hght - 
watery, a mirage ~ trickled and glittered across the shortest, 
smoothest grass From a distance the trees along the edge of 
the beech hanger appeared full of great, dense shadows, 
impenctrable to the dazzled eye The only sound was the 
“Zip, zip’ of the grasshoppers, the only scent that of the 
warm thyme 

In the burrow, Taver slept and wohe uncasily through the 
heat of the day, fidgeting and scratching as the last traces 
of moisture dricd out of the earth above him Once, when a 
trickle of powdery soil fell from the roof, he leapt out of 
sleep and was in the mouth of the run before he came to 
himself and returned to where he had been lying Lach 
ime he woke, he remembered the loss of Hazel and suffered 
once more the khnowledge that had pierced him as the 
shadowy, limping rabbit disappeared an the first heht of 
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morning on the down. Where was that rabbit now? boss 
had it gone? He began to follow it among the aaa 
paths of his own thoughts, over the cold, dew-wet ridge an 
down into the dawn-must of the fields below. 

The mist swirled round Fiver as he crept through thistles 
and nettles. Now he could no longer see the lmping rabbit 
ahead He was alone and afraid, yet perceiving old, famnliar 
sounds and smells — those of the field where he was born 
The thick weeds of summer were gone He was u 
the bare ash boughs and the flowerıng blackthorn o 
March He was crossing the brook, gomg up the slope 
towards the lane, towards the place where Hazel and he 
had come upon the notice board Would the board still F 
there? He looked trmidly up the slope The view was blotte 
-with mist, but as he neared the top he saw a man busy over 
a pile of tools — a spade, a rope and other, smaller ımple- 
ments, the use of which he did not know The notice board 
lay flat on the ground It was smaller than he remembered 
and fixed to a single, long, square post, sharpened at the 
farther end to put into the earth The surface of the board 
was white, just as he had seen it before, and covered with 
the sharp, black lines like sticks Fiver came hesitantly up 
the slope and stopped close to the man, who stood looking 
down into a deep, narrow hole sunk in the ground at his 
feet The man‘turned to Fiver with the kind of amuability 
that an ogre might show to a victim whom they both know 

that he will kill and eat as soon as it suits him to do so 
‘Ah!.An? what am I doin’, eh?’ asked the man 
“What are you doing >’ answered Fiver, starıng and twitch- 
ing with fear - 


Pm Just putt’n up this ere of? board,’ said the man ‘And 
I spose you wants know what fof, eh?’ 
Yes; whispered Fiver, 


“It’s fer that there old ’ Azel,’ 


"tIS, see, we got put up a bit ofa notice, hke, on 71s account. 
And what @you reckon it says, eh?? 

‘I don’t know,’ said Fiver 
anything?’ 


said the man ‘On’y where 


“How — how can a board say 


TIVER BEYOND 235 


‘Ah, but ıt do, see?’ rephed the man ‘That’s where we 
hnows what you don’t That’s why we kills you when we 
’as a mind to Now you wants take a good look at that there 
board and then very hkely you’ll know more ’n what you 
knows now ’ 

In the hvid, foggy twihght, Fiver stared at the board As 
he stared, the black sticks flichered on the white surface 
They raised their sharp, wedge-shaped little heads and 
chattered together lıke a nestful of young weasels The 
sound, mocking and cruel, came faintly to his ears, as though 
muffled by sand or sacking ‘In memory of Hazel-rah! In 
memory of Hazel-rah! In memory of Hazel-rah! Ha ha 
ha ha ha ha!” 

“Well, that’s where ’t’:s, see?’ said the man ‘And I’ve 
got tang `m up on this ’ere board That’s t’ say, soon’s I 
gets ıt stood up proper Same as you’d ’ang up jay, like, or 
old stoat Ah! Gon’ ’ang ’im up’ 

‘No! cred Fiver ‘No, you shan’t!? 

“On’y I ain’t got 1m, see?’ went on the man ‘That’s why 
I can’t get done I can’t ’ang ’1m up, ’cos ’e’ve gone down 

th’ bloody ’ole, that’s where ’e’ve gone ’E’ve gone down 
th’ bloody ’ole, just when I’d got ’n hned an’ all, and I 
can’t get ’n out’ 

Fiver crept up to the man’s boots and peered into the 
hole It was circular, a cylinder of baked earthenware that 
disappeared vertically into the ground He called, ‘Hazel! 
Hazel!’ Far down in the hole, something moved and he 
was about to call again Then the man bent down and hit 
him between the ears 

Fiver was struggling in a thick cloud of earth, soft and 
powdery Someone was saying, ‘Steady, Fiver, steady!’ He 
Sat up There was soil in his eyes, his ears and nostrils He 
could not smell He shook himself and said, ‘Who 1s 1t?? 

“It’s Blackberry I came to see how you were It’s all 
right, a bit of the roof’s fallen, that’s all There’ve been falls 

allover the warren today —1t’s the heat Anyway, 1t woke you 
from a mghtmare, if I know anything You were thrashing 
about and calhng out for Hazel Poor Fiver! What a 


236 ON WATERSHIP DOWN 


miserable thing it is to have happened! We must try to 
bear it as best we can We've all got to stop running one 
day, you know. They say Frith knows all the rabbits, every 
one.’ aie 

‘Is it evening?’ asked Fiver. 

‘Not yet, fe Bak it’s a fair time after ni-Frith. Holly 2 
the others have come back, Strawberry’s very ill and ee 
haven’t any does with them — not one. Everything s as ba a 
it could be. Holly’s still asleep — he was completely exhausted. 
He said he’d tell us what happened this evening. When ie 
told him about poor Hazel, he said — Fiver, youre no 
listening. I expect you’d rather I kept quiet.’ 

‘Blackberry,’ said Fiver, ‘do you know the place where 
Hazel was shot?’ 

‘Yes, Bigwig and I went and looked at the ditch before we 
came away But you mustn’t — 

‘Could you go there with me now?’ 

‘Go back there? Oh no. It’s a long way, Fiver, and what 


would be the good? The risk, and this fearful heat, and 
you'd only make yourself wretched.’ 

‘Hazel isn’t dead,’ said Fiver. : 

“Yes, the men took him away. Fiver, I saw the blood. 4 

‘Yes, but you didn’t see Hazel, because he isn’t dead, 
Blackberry, you must do what I ask.’ 

“You’re asking too much.’ : 

“Then I shall have to go alone But what I’m asking you 
to do ıs to come and save Hazel’s life.’ 

When at last Blackberry had reluctantly given in and they 
had set out down the hill, Fiver went almost as fast as though 
he were running for cover. Again and again he urged Black- 
berry to make haste. The fields were empty in the glare. 
Every creature bigger than a blue-bottle was sheltering from 
the heat When they reached the outlying sheds beside the 
lane, Blackberry began to explain how he and Bigwig had 
gone back to search; but Fiver cut him short. 


“We have to go up the slope, I know that: but you must 
show me the ditch.’ 


‘The elms were still There was not the least sound in the 
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leaves The ditch was thick with cow-parsley, hemlock and 
long trails of green-flowering bryony Blackberry led the 
way to the trampled patch of nettles and Fiver sat still 
among them, sniffing and looking about him ın the silence 
Blackberry watched him disconsolately A famt breath of 
wind stole across the fields and a blackbird began to sing 
from somewhere beyond the elms At last Fiver began to 
move along the bottom of the ditch The insects buzzed 
round his ears and suddenly a httle cloud of flies flew up, 
disturbed from a projecting stone No, not a stone It was 
smooth and regular — a circular lip of earthenware The 
brown mouth of a drain, stained black at the lower edge by 
a thin, dried thread of blood of rabbit’s blood 

“The bloody hole!’ whispered Fiver ‘The bloody hole!’ 

He peered into the dark opening It was blocked Blocked 
by a rabbit That was plain to be smelt A rabbit whose 
faint pulse could just be heard, magnified in the confined 
tunnel 

‘Hazel?’ said Fiver 

Blackberry was beside him at once ‘What 1s 1t, Fiver?’ 

“Hazel’s ın that hole,’ said Fiver, ‘and he’s alive’ 


27 ‘You Can’t Imagine it Unless 
You’ve been There’ 


My Godda bless, never I see sucha people 
Signor Piozzi, quoted by Cecilia Thrale 


In the Honeycomb, Bigwig and Holly were waiting to 
begin the second meeting since the loss of Hazel As the 
air began to cool, the rabbits woke and first one and 
then another came down the runs that led from the smaller 
burrows All were subdued and doubtful at heart Like the 
pain of a bad wound, the effect of a deep shock takes some 
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while to be felt. When a child is told, for the first time in his 
hfe, that a person he has known is dead, although he does 


ask — perhaps more than once — where the dead person 1s 
and when he is coming back. When Pipkin had planted in 
hunself, lıke some sombre tree, the knowledge that Hazel 
would never return, his bewilderment exceeded his guef: 
and this bewilderment he saw on every side among is 
companions Faced with no crisis of action and with nothing 
to prevent them from continuing their hfe ın the warren as 
before, the rabbits were nevertheless overcome by the con 
viction that their luck was gone. Hazel was dead and Holly’s 
expedition had totally failed. What would follow? 

Holly, gaunt, his staring pelt full of goose-grass and frag- 
ments of burdock, was talking with the three hutch rabbits 
and reassuring them as best he could, No one could say 
now that Hazel had thrown away his hfe m a foolhardy 


r, said Bigwig ‘Poor fellow, he’ll feel 
> I dare Say.’ 


Without tel] E al 
when the others get to kr ~ e #t all happen 
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and look for them while there was still hght? But if Kehaar 
found them, what then? They could not be compelled to 
return Or if they were, what good would that do, if they 
wanted to be gone? At that moment Holly began to speak 
and everyone became quiet 
‘We all Lnow we’re 1n a mess,’ said Holly, ‘and I suppose 
before long we shall have to talh about what’s best to be 
done But I thought that first of all I ought to tell you how 
it as that we four — Silver, Buckthorn, Strawberry and I — 
have come back without any does You don’t have to re- 
mind me that when we set out, everyone thought ıt was 
going to be straightforward And here we are, one rabbit 
sick, one wounded and nothing to show for ıt Youre all 
wondering why ° 
‘No one’s blaming you, Holly,’ said Bigwig 
‘I don’t know whether I’m to blame or not,’ replied 
Holly ‘But you’! tell me that when you’ve heard the story 
‘That morning when we left, ıt was good weather for 
hlessil on the move and we all felt there was no hurry It was 
cool, I remember, and looked as if 1t would be some time 
before the day got really bright and cloudless There’s a farm 
not far away from the other end of this wood, and although 
there were no men about so early, I didn’t fancy going that 
way, so we kept up on lugh ground on the evening side We 
were all expecting to come to the edge of the down, but 
there isn’t any steep edge as there ıs on the north The up- 
land just goes on and on, open, dry and lonely There’s 
plenty of cover for rabbits — standing corn, hedges and 
banks — but no real woodland just great, open fields of light 
soul with big, white flntstones I was hoping that we might 
find ourselves in the sort of country we used to know — 
meadows and woods — but we didn’t Anyhow, we found a 
track with a good, thick hedge along one side and we decided 
to follow that We took it easy and stopped a good deal, 
because I was taking care to avoid running into chl I’m 
sure it’s bad country for stoats as well as foxes, and I hadn’t 
much idea what we were going to do if we met one’ 
‘Pm pretty certain we did pass close to a weasel,’ said 


24.0 ON WATERSHIP DOWN 


Suver. ‘I could smell it. But you know how it is with elil - 
if they’re not actually hunting they often take no notice of 
you We left very httle scent, and buried our hraka as though 
we were cats’ 

‘Well, before ni-Frith,’ went on Holly, ‘the track brought 
us to a long, thin wood running right across the way we were 
going ‘These downland woods are queer, aren’t they? This 
was no thicker than the one above us now, but ıt stretched 
as far as we could see either way, in a dead straight line I 
don’t like straight Imes: men make them And sure enough, 
we found a road beside this wood It was a very lonely, 
empty road, but all the same, I didn’t want to hang about 
there, so we went straight through the wood and out the 
other side Kehaar spotted us in the fields beyond and told 
us to alter our direction I asked him how we were getting 
on and he said we were about half-way, so I thought we 
might as well start looking for somewhere to he up for the 
night I didn’t fancy the open and in the end we made 
scrapes in the bottom of a kind of little pit we found Then 
we had a good feed and passed the night very well 

‘I don’t think we need tell you everything about the 
journey It came on to rain just after the morning feed and 
there was a nasty, cold wind with it, so we stayed where we 
were until after ni-Frith It brightened up then and we went 
on The going wasn’t very nice because of the wet, but by 
early evening I reckoned we ought to be near the place I 
was looking round when a hare came through the grass and 
I asked him whether he knew of a big warren close by 

“ Efrafa?” he asked “Are you gomg to Efrafa?” * 


‘“Tf that’s what it’s called,” I answered. 
**Do you know 1t?” 


‘“No,” I said, “we don 

“Well, he said, 
quichly.” 

‘I was just wonderin 
ly three big rabbits co 


*The firet syllable as st 
Majesty’, 


33 
't. We want to know where ıt 18 
t 
‘my advice to you is to run, and 


g what to make of that, when sudden- 
me over the bank, just the way I did 


ressed and not the sccond, as in the word 


? 
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that might when I came to arrest you, Bigwig and one of 
them said, “Can I see your marks?” 

‘“ Marks?” I said “What marks? I don’t understand ” 

‘You're not from Efrafa?” 

‘ “No,” I said, “we’re gomg there We’re strangers ” 

*S*Will you come with me?” No “Have you come far?” 
or “Are you wet through?” or anything hke that 

‘So then these three rabbits took us off down the bank 
and that was how we came to Efrafa, as they callit And I’d 
better try and tell you something about ıt, so that you’ll know 
Hal a dirty little bunch of snivelling hedge-scrapers we are 

ere ‘ 

‘Efrafa ıs a big warren ~ a good deal bigger than the one 
we came from — the Threarah’s, I mean And the one fear of 
every rabbit in it 1s that men are going to find them and 
infect them with the white blindness The whole warren 1s 
organized to conceal its existence The holes are all hidden 
and the Owsla have every rabbit ın the place under orders 
You can’t call your hfe your own and im return you have 
safety — f 1t’s worth having at the price you pay 

‘As well as the Owsla, they have what they call a Council, 
and each of the Council rabbits has some special thing he 
looks after One looks after feeding another’s responsible 
for the ways m which they keep hidden another looks after 
breeding, and so on As far as the ordinary rabbits are 
Concerned, only a certain number can be above ground at 
One time Every rabbit ıs marked when he’s a lutten they 
bite them, deep, under the chin or in a haunch or fore-paw 
Then they can be told by the scar for the rest of their 

lives You mustn’t be found above ground unless it’s the right 
tme of day for your Mark ’ 

“Who’s to stop you?’ growled Bigwig 

‘That’s the really frightening part The Owsla — well, you 
can’t imagine ıt unless you’ve been there The Chief 1s a 
rabbit named Woundwort General Woundwort, they call 
him Vil tell you more about nm ma minute Then under 
him there are captains — cach one in charge ofa Marh ~and 
eich captain has his own officers and sentries There’s a 


24.2 ON WATERSHIP DOWN 


Mark captain with his band on duty at every time ‘s 
the day and night. If a man happens fo come any 
where near, which isn’t often, the sentries give warning 
long before he comes close enough to see cpa 
They give warning of elil too, They prevent ee 
dropping hraka except in special places in the ditche i 
where it’s buried. And if they see any rabbit above ae 
whom they don’t recognize as having the right to : 
there, they ask to see his mark. Frith knows what happen 
if he can’t explain himself ~ but I can guess pretty we : 
Rabbits in Efrafa quite often go days at a time withou 
the sight of Frith If their Mark’s on night silflay then they 
feed by night, wet or fine, warm or cold They’re all nt 
talking, playing and mating in the burrows underground. Ifa 
Mark can’t sılflay at their appointed tıme for some reason or 
other —- say there was a man working somewhere neo j 
that’s just too bad They miss their turn till next day. j 
‘But surely ıt alters them very much, living like that: 
asked Dandelion ’ 
‘Very much indeed,’ rephed Holly. ‘Most of them can’t 
do anything but what they’re told They’ve never been gr 
of Efrafa and never smelt an enemy. The one aim 0 
is to get into the Owsla, because 
and the one aim of everyone in the 
the Council The Council have the best 
he Owsla have to keep very strong and 
in turn to do what they call Wide Patrol. 
© Country ~ all round the place — living in 


ta time. It’s partly to find out anything 
they can, and partly to train them and make them tough 


and cunning Any hlessi] they find they pick up and bring 
they won’t come, they kill them. They 


cy think may be d ? 
“They missed y r E 
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after we’d been brought in by this rabbit - Captain Cam- 
pion —a runner arrived from a Wide Patrol to say that they’d 
picked up the trach of three or four rabbits coming towards 
Efrafa from the north, and were there any orders? He was 
sent back to say that we were safely under control 
‘Anyway, this Captain Campion took us down to a hole in 
the ditch The mouth of the hole was a bit of old earthen- 
ware pipe and ifa man had pulled it out, the opening would 
have fallen ın and showed no trace of the run inside And 
there he handed us over to another Captain ~ because he 
had to go back above ground for the rest of his spell of duty, 
you see We were taken to a big burrow and told to make 
ourselves at home 
‘There were other rabbits in the burrow and it was by 
listenmg to them and ashing questions that I learnt most of 
what I’ve been teling you We got talking to some of the 
does and I made friends with one called Hyzenthlay * I told 
her about our problem here and why we’d come, and then 
she told us about Efrafa When shed finished I said, “It 
sounds terrible Has ıt always been like this?” She said no, 
her mother had told her that ın years gone by the warren 
had been elsewhere and much smaller but when General 
Woundwort came, he had made them move to Efrafa and 
then he’d worked out this whole system of concealment 
and perfected ıt until rabbits ın Efrafa were as safe as stars 
in the sky “Most rabbits here die of old age, unless the 
Owsla lull them off,” she said “But the trouble 1s, there are 
More rabbits now than the warren can hold Any fresh 
digging that’s allowed has to be done under Owsla super- 
vision and they do it terribly slowly and carefully It all has 
to be hidden, you see We're overcrowded and a lot of 
rabbits don’t get above ground as much as they need to 
And for some reason there are not enough buchs and too 
many does A lot of us have found we can’t produce litters, 
because of the overcrowding, but no one 1s ever allowed to 
leave Only a few days ago, several of us does went to the 
Council and asked whether we could form an expedition to 
*Hyzenthlay ‘Shine-Dew-Fur’ ~ Fur shining like dew 
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start a new warren somewhere else. We said we'd go far, i 
away — as far away as they liked. But they wouldn t hear 5 
it — not on any account. Things can’t go on like this- t 
system’s breakıng down. But it doesn’t do to be hear 
talking about it.” 7 

‘Well, I thought, this sounds hopeful. Surely they ie 
object to our proposals? We only want to take a few ; : 
and no bucks They’ve got more does than there's room o 
and we want to take them farther away than anyone here 
can ever have been. 

‘A little later another Captain came and said we were to 
come with him to the Council meeting. F 
‘The Council meet in a kind of big burrow It’s long an 
rather narrow ~ not as good as this Honeycomb of ours, a 
cause they’ve got no tree-roots to make a wide roof. We ha ¢ 
to wait outside while they were talking about all sorts J 
other thmgs We were just one piece of daily Counc 
business: “Strangers apprehended” There was another 
rabbit waiting and he was under special guard — Owslafa, 


they call them: the Council police. I’ve never been near 


anyone so frightened in my hfe — I thought he’d go mad with 
fear I asked one of these Owslafa what was the matter an 
he said that this rabbit, Blackavar, had been caught trying 
to run away from the warren Well, they took him inside ate 
first of all we heard the poor fellow trying to explain himseu, 
and then he was crying and begging for mercy: and when he 
came out they'd ripped both his ears to shreds, worse than 
this one of mine. We were all sniffing at him, absolutely 
horror-stricken, but one of the Owslafa said, “ You neean t 
make such a fuss. He’s lucky to be alive.” So while we wer 
chewing on that, someone came out and said the Council 
were ready for us. 


‘As soon as we got in, we were put up in front of this 
General Woundwort: and he really is a grim customer. 
don’t think even you'd match up to him, Bigwig. He’s almost 
as big as a hare and there’s something about his mere 
presence that frightens you, as if blood and fighting and 
killing were all just part of the day’s work to him. I thought 
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he’d begin by asking us some questions about who we were 
and what we wanted, but he didn’t do anything like that 
He said, “I’m going to explain the rules of the warren and 
the conditions on which you’ll live here You must listen 
carefully, because the rules are to be kept and any breaking 
of them will be punished ” So then I spoke up at once and 
said that there was a misunderstanding We were an em- 
bassy, I said, come from another warren to ask for Efrafa’s 
goodwill and help And I went on to explain that all we 
wanted was their agreement to our persuading a few does to 
come back with us When I’d fimshed, General Woundwort 
said that 1t was out of the question there was nothing to 
discuss I replied that we'd hke to stay with them for a day 
or two and try to persuade them to change their mind 

«Oh yes,” he sard, “you'll stay But there’ll be no further 
occasion for you to take up the Council’s tıme — for the next 
few days at any rate ” 

‘I said that seemed very hard Our request was surely a 
reasonable one And I was just gomg to ask them to con- 
sider one or two things from our point of view, when another 
of the Councillors — a very old rabbit ~ said, “You seem to 
think you’re here to argue with us and drive a bargam But 
were the ones to say what you’re going to do” 

“I said they should remember that we were representing 
another warren, even if ıt was smaller than theirs We 
thought of ourselves as their guests And ıt was only when I’d 
said that, that I realized with a horrible shock that they 
thought of us as their prisoners or as good as prisoners, 
whatever they might call ıt 

“Well, I’d rather say no more about the end of that meet- 
ing Strawberry tried all he could to help me He spoke very 
well about the decency and comradeship natural to animals 

Animals don’t behave hke men,” he said “If they have to 
fight, they fight, and if they have to kill, they hill But they 
don’t sit down and set their wits to work to devise ways of 
spoiling other creatures’ hves and hurting them They have 
cignity and animality ” 

But it was all no use At last we fell silent and General 
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Woundwort said, “The Council can’t sparc any more a 
for you now, and I shall have to leave it to your aH 
Captain to tell you the rules. You'll jom the Rught Flan 
Maik under Captain Bugloss. Later, we shall sce you again 
and you'll find us perfectly friendly and helpful to rabbits 
who understand what’s expected of them.” : ‘ 

‘So then the Owsla took us out to join the Right Flan 
Mark Apparently Captain Bugloss was too busy to sce a 
and I took care to keep out of his way, because I thought : 
might want to start mai king us then and there. But aie A 
began to understand what Hyzenthlay had meant when sh 
said the system wasn’t working pı operly any more The 
burrows were overct owded ~ at least by our standards. It 
was easy to escape attention Even in one Mark the sea 
don’t all know each other We found places in a burrow an 
tried to get some sleep, but early in the night we were woken 
and told to silflay I thought there might be a chance to 
run for 1t in the moonlight, but there seemed to be sentries 
everywhere And besides the sentries, the Captain kept two 
runners with him, whose job was to rush off at once ın any 
direction from which an alarm might be given. i 

‘When we’d fed we went underground again. Nearly a 
the rabbits were very subdued and docile. We avoided them, 
because we meant to escape if we could and we didn’t 
want to get known But try as I would, I couldn’t think of a 
plan 

‘We fed again some time before ni-Frith the next day, 


and then it was back underground. The time dragged 
terribly At last — it must have been 
on ~ I jomed a hittle 


was nowhere near as good as 
ll the same, just for something e 
&ot to the bit where El-ahraira 
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without question Pd been watching Captain Bugloss and 
he struch me as a nice enough fellow, conscientious and a 
bit weak and rather harassed by having more to do than he 
could really cope with 

‘That night, when we were called to silflay, ıt was pitch 
dark and raining, but you don’t bother about a little thing 
like that in Efrafa — you’re only too glad to get out and get 
some food All the rabbits trooped up, and we waited until 
the very last Captain Bugloss was out on the banh, with 
two of his sentries Silver and the others went out in front of 
me and then I came up to him panting as if I’d been running 

*“ Captain Bugloss?” 

“Yes?” he said “What 1s 1t?” 

‘“You’re wanted by the Council, at once ” 

‘ “Why, what do you mean?” he asked “What for?” 

‘ “No doubt they’ll tell you that when they see you,” I 
answered “I shouldn’t heep them waiting 1f I were you ” 

‘“Who are you?” he said ‘“You’re not one of the 
Council runners I know them all What Mark are you?” 

‘ “Tm not here to answer your questions,” I said “Shall 
I go back and tell them you won’t come?” 

‘He looked doubtful at that and I made as if I were going 
But then, all of a sudden, he said, “Very well” — he looked 
awfully frightened, poor fellow — “but who’s to take over 
here while I’m gone? be 

‘“I am,” I said “General Woundwort’s orders But 
come back quickly I don’t want to hang about half the 
might doing your job ” He scuttled off I turned to the other 
two and said, “ Stay here and look alive, too I’m going 
round the sentries ” 

“Well, then the four of us ran off into the dark and sure 
enough after we’d gone a little way two sentries popped up 
and tried to stop us We all piledstraight into them I thought 
they’d run, but they didn’t They fought hke mad and one 
of them tore Buckthorn all down the nose But of course 
there were four of us, and an the end we broke past them and 
Simply tore across the field We had no 1dea which way we 
Were going, what with the ram and the mght we just ran 
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I think the reason why the pursuit was a bit slow off the 
mark was because poor old Bugloss wasn’t there to give ey 
orders. Anyway, we had a fair start. But presently we coul 
hear that we were being followed: and what was worse, we 
were being overtaken, see all 
‘The Efrafan Owsla are no joke, believe me. They real 
picked for size and strength and there’s nothing they don’t 
know about moving in wet and darkness. They're all so 
much afraid of the Council that they’re not afraid of any- 
thing else. It wasn’t long before I knew we were in trouble. 
The patrol that was after us could actually follow us in the 
dark and rain faster than we could run away and before 


others that there was nothing for it but to turn and fight 
when we came to a great, steep bank that seemed to slope 
almost straight up into the air. It was steeper than this 
hillsıde below us here, and the slope seemed to be regular, 
as if men had made it, 
‘Well, there was no time to think about it, so up we went. 
t was covered with Tough grass and bushes. I don’t know 
ow far it was to the top exactly, but I should guess it was as 
high as a well-grown rowan tree — perhaps a bit higher. 
hen we got to the top we found ourselves on small, light 


self, “This is men’s work all right,” when I fell over the 

i *t realized that the whole top of the bank 

stance across and the other side was 

Just as steep. I went head over heels down the bank in the 

Se and fetched UP against an elder bush: and there I 
ay. 

Holly Stopped and f 


ell silent, as though ondering on 
what he remembered, At last he ad, Rak 


“It’s gomg to be very h 2 thane 
pened next. Although, oe to describe to you what hap 


3 
; our of us were there, we don’t 
understand it Ourselves, But what I’m going to say now is 
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the cold truth Lord Frith sent one of his great Messengers 
to save us from the Efrafan Owsla Each one of us had fallen 
over the edge of the bank in one place or another Buckthorn, 
who was half-binded with Ins own blood, went down 
almost to the bottom I’d picked myself up and was Joolung 
back at the top There was just enough light in the sky to see 
the Efrafans if they came over And then — then an enor- 
mous thing — I can’t give you any idea of it — as big asa 
thousand hrududil — bigger - came rushing out of the mght 
It was full of fire and smoke and light and it roared and 
beat on the metal hnes until the ground shook beneath ıt 
It drove in between us and the Efrafans like a thousand 
thunderstorms with hghtning I tell you, I was beyond being 
afraid I couldn’t move The flashing and the noise — they 
split the whole night apart I don’t know what happened to 
‘the Efrafans either they ran away or 1t cut them down And 
then suddenly ıt was gone and we heard ıt disappearing, 
rattle and bang, rattle and bang, far away ın the distance 
We were completely alone 
‘For a long time I couldn’t move At last I got up and 
found the others, one by one, in the dark None of us said a, 
word At the bottom of the slope we discovered a kind of 
tunnel that went right through the bank from one side to 
the other We crept into ıt and came out on the side where 
wed gone up Then we went a long way through the fields, 
until I reckoned we must be well clear of Efrafa We crawled 
into a ditch and slept there, all four of us, until morning 
There was no reason why anything shouldn’t have come and 
killed us, and yet we knew we were safe You may think it’s 
a wonderful thing to be saved by Lord Frith ın his power 
How many rabbits has that happened to, I wonder? But I 
tell you, ıt was far more frightening than being chased by 
the Efrafans Not one of us will forget lying on that bank in 
the ram, while the fire-creature went by above our heads 
y cad ıt come on our account? That’s more than we shall 
ever know. - 
‘The next morning I cast around a bit and soon I knew 
which was the right direction You know how you always 
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do The rain had stopped and we sct out. But it was i 
hard journey back. We were exhausted long before the i 
~ all except Silver: I don’t know what we'd have done w. 
out him We wenton fora day and a night without any oe : 
rest at all. We all felt that the only thing we wanted poe 
was to get back here as soon as we could. When I E 
the wood this morning I was just limping along in : j 
dream I’m not really much better than poor old Straw a 
Pm afraid. He never complained, but he’ll need a long ra 
and I rather think I shall too. And Buckthorn — that’s i 
second bad wound he’s had. But that’s not the worst now; is 
it? We've lost Hazel: the worst thing that could have nap 
pened Some of you asked me earlier this evening if I eto 
be Chief Rabbit. I’m glad to know you trust me, ie teal 
completely done in and I can’t possibly take it on yet. I fe 


as dry and empty as an autumn puff-ball — as though the 
wind could blow my fur away.’ 


28. At the Foot of the Hill 


Marvellous happy it was to be 
Alone, and yet not solitary. 

O out of terror and dark, to come 
In sight of home 


Walter de la Mare The Pilgrim 


er time of day for a change? Itsa pies 
ys right We ought to try not to be 


that I don’t beli 


+ us to get back,’ replied Holly. ‘That’s the 
real reason why we're here. 
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As he turned to follow Speedwell up the run that led into 
the wood, he found Clover beside him ‘You and your 
friends must find ıt strange to go outside and eat grass,’ he 
said ‘You'll get used toit, you know And I can promise you 
that Hazel-rah was right when he told you :t’s a better life 
here than in a hutch Come with me and I’ll show you a 
patch of mice, short tail-grass, 1f Bigwig hasn’t had ıt all 
while I’ve been away ’ - 

Holly had tahen to Clover She seemed more robust and 
less timid than Boxwood and Haystack and was evidently 
doing her best to adapt herself to warren life What her 
-Stock might be he could not tell, but she looked healthy 

‘I hke it underground all nght,’ said Clover, as they came 
up into the fresh air ‘The closed space is really very much 
hke a hutch, except that it’s darker The difficult thing for 
US 18 going to be feeding ın the open We're not used to 
being free to go where we like and we don’t know what to 

© You all act so quickly and half the tıme I don’t know 
why Td prefer not to feed very far from the hole, if you 
don’t mind’ 

They moved slowly across the sunset grass, nibbling as 
they went Clover was soon absorbed in feeding, but Holly 
Stopped continually to sit up and sniff about him at the 
Peaceful, empty down When he noticed Bigwig, a little 
Way off, starmg fixedly to the north, he at once followed his 

gaze 

‘What is 1t?* he asked 

“It’s Blackberry,’ rephed Bigwig He sounded relieved 

Blackberry came hopping rather slowly down from the 
sky-lne He looked tired out, but as soon as he saw the 
other rabbits he came on faster and made his way to Bigwig 

ere have you been?’ asked Bigwig ‘And where’s 
Fiver? Wasn’t he with you?’ 

Fiver’s with Hazel’ said Blackberry ‘Hazel’s alive 
He’s been wounded — it’s hard to tell how badly - but he 
Won't die? 

The other three rabbits looked at him speechlessly Black- 

erry waited, enjoying the effect 
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‘Hazes alwe?’ said Bigwig. ‘Arc you sure?’ 

‘Quite sure,’ said Blackberry. ‘He’s at the foot of the hill 
at this very moment, in that ditch where you were the night 
Holly and Bluchell arrived ’ - 

‘I can hardly beheve it,’ said Holly. ‘If it’s true, it’s the 
best news I’ve ever heard in my life. Blackberry, you really 
are sure? What happened? Tell us.’ 

‘Fiver found him,’ said Blackberry. ‘Fiver took me with 
him, nearly all the way back to the farm: then he went 
along the ditch and found Hazel gone to ground up a land- 
drain He was very weak from loss of blood and he couldnt 
get out of the drain by himself We had to drag him by his 
good hind leg He couldn’t turn round, you sec.’ 

‘But how on earth did Fiver know?’ 

“How does Fiver know what he knows? You’d better ask 
him. When wed got Hazel into the ditch, Fiver looked to 
see how badly he was hurt. He’s got a nasty wound in oné 
hind leg, but the bone isn’t broken: and he’s torn all along 
one side We cleaned up the places as well as we could and 
then we started out to bring him back It’s taken us the 
whole evening. Can you imagine it ~ daylight, dead silence 
and a lame rabbit reeking of fresh blood? Luckily, it’s been 
the hottest day we’ve had this summer — not a mouse stir- 
ring. ‘Time and agan we had to take cover in the cow- 
parsley and rest I was all on the jump, but Fiver was like 
a butterfly on a stone. He sat in the grass and combed his 
cars “Don’t get upset,” he kept saying. “There’s nothing 
to worry about We can take our tıme ” After what I’d seen, 
Pd have beheved him if he’d said we could hunt foxes But 
when We got to the bottom of the hill Hazel was completely 
finished and he couldn’t go any further, He and Fiver have 


taken shelter in the overgrown ditch and I came on to tell 
you And here I am? $ ; = 


here was silence whil s k in the 
news At last Bı e Bigwig and Holly took i 


Cre,” said Bigwig. “I can help to make the 
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ditch a bit more comfortable, and probably Fiver will 
be able to do with someone else to help to look after 
Hazel’ - 


“I should hurry then, 1fI were you,’ said Blackberry ‘The 
sun will be down soon ° 

‘Hah!’ said Bigwig ‘IfI meet a stoat, 1t’d better look out, 
that’s all PI bring you one back tomorrow, shall I?’ He 
raced off and disappeared over the edge 

“Let’s go and get the others together,’ said Holly ‘Come 
on, Blackberry, you'll have to tell the whole thing, from the 
beginning’ 

The three quarters of a mile in the blazing heat, from 
Nuthanger to the foot of the hill, had cost Hazel more pain 
and effort than anything in his life If Fiver had not found 
him, he would have died in the drain When Fiver’s urging 
had penetrated his dark, ebbing stupor, he had at first 
actually tried not to respond It was so much easier to 
remain where he was, on the far side of the suffering he had 
undergone Later, when he found himself lying ın the green 
gloom of the ditch, with Fiver searching his wounds and 
assuring him that he could stand and move, still he could 
not face the idea of settmg out to return His torn side 
throbbed and the pain in his leg seemed to have affected his 
Senses He felt dizzy and could not hear or smell properly 
At last, when he understood that Fiver and Blackberry had 
risked a second journey to the farm, ın the broadest of day- 
hight, solely to find him and save his hfe, he forced himself 
to his feet and began to stumble down the slope to the road 
His sight was swimming and he had to stop again and agam 
Without Fiver’s encouragement he would have lain down 
once more and given up In the road, he could not climb the 
bank and had to limp along the verge until he could crawl 
under a gate Much later, as they came under the pylon line, 

c remembered the overgrown ditch at the foot of the hill 
and set himself to reach 1t Once there, he lay down and at 
once returned to the sleep of total exhaustion 

When Bigwig arrived, just before dark, he found Fiver 
Snatching a quich feed in the long grass It was out of the 
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question to disturb Hazel by digging and they spent the 
night crouched beside him on the narrow floor. : 

Coming out in the gicy hght before dawn, the first es 
Bigwig saw was Kehaar, foraging between the elders 7 
stamped to attract his attention and Kehaar sailed across t0 
him with one beat of his wings and a long glide. 

‘Meester Pigvig, you find Meester Azel?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Bigwig, ‘he’s an the ditch here,’ 

CE not dead?’ 

‘No, but he’s wounded and very weak. The farm men 
shot him wıth a gun, you know.’ 

“You get black stones out?’ 

‘How do you mean?’ 
‘Alvays vid gun ees coming liddle black stones. You never 
see?’ 

‘No, I don’t know about guns ° 

“Take out black Stones, *e get better. "E come now, 

a?’ 


‘PI see,’ said Bigwig He went down to Hazel and foune 
him awake and talking to Fiver. When Bigwig told him tha 
Kehaar was outside he dragged himself up the short run 
and into the grass, 


‘Dis dam’ gun,’ said Kehaar OF put liddle stones for 
"urt you. I look, ya?’ 


I suppose you'd better,’ said Hazel. ‘My leg’s still very 
bad, I’m afraid ° 

He lay down and Kehaar’s head flicked from side to side 
as though he were looking for snails in Hazel’s brown fur. 
He peered closely up the length of the torn flank. 

‘Ees not stones “ere,” he said. ‘Go in, go out ~ no stop. 

leg. Maybe *urt you, not long.’ 

Two shot-gun Pellets were buried in the muscle of the 
haunch. Kehaar detected them by smell and removed them 
exactly as he might have Picked spiders out of a crack. 


Hazel had barely time to flinch before Bigwig was sniffing 
at the pellets in the grass 


‘Now ees more bleed,’ said Kehaar. ‘You stay, vait maybe 
vun, two day. Den Soot like before Dose rabbits up dere, all 


Pai 
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vart, vait for Meester ’Azel I tell dem ’e come ’ He flew off 
before they could reply 

As things turned out, Hazel stayed three days at the foot of 

the hill The hot weather continued and for much of the 
time he sat under the elder branches, dozing above ground 
like some sohtary hless: and feeling his strength returning 
Fiver stayed with him, keeping the wounds clean and watch- 
ing his recovery Often, they would say nothing for hours 
together, lyıng in the rough, warm grass while the shadows - 
moved to evening, until at last the local blackbird cocked its 
tail and tuck-tucked away to roost Neither spoke of Nut- 
hanger Farm, but Hazel showed plainly enough that for the 
future Fiver, when he gave advice, would have no hard 
task to get him to accept it 

*Hrair-roo,’ said Hazel one evening, ‘what would we have 
done without you? We’d none of us be here, would we?’ 

“You're sure we are here, then?’ asked Fiver 

‘That’s too mysterious for me,’ replied Hazel ‘What do 
you mean?’ 

“Well, there’s another place ~ another country ~- isn’t 
there? We go there when we sleep at other tımes too, and 
when we die El-ahrairah comes and goes between the two 
as he wants, I suppose, but I never could quite make that 
out, from the tales Some rabbits will tell you it’s all easy 
there, compared with the waking dangers that they under- 
stand But I thmk that only shows they don’t lhnow much 
about it It’s a wild place, and very unsafe And where are 
we really — there or here’ 

‘Our bodies stay here — that’s good enough for me You'd 
better go and talk to that Sulverweed fellow — he might hnow 
more’? 

‘Oh, you remember him? I felt that when we were 
listening to him, you hnow He terrified me and yet I knew 
that I understood hum better than anyone else in that place 
He hnew where he belonged, and ıt wasn’t here Poor 
fellow, I’m sure he’s dead They’d got lum all right ~ the 
Ones in that country They don’t give their secrets awry for 
nothing, you know But look! Here come Holly and Blach- 
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berry, so we'd better feel sure we're here just for the moment 
anyway.’ 

Holly had already come down the hill on the prno 
to sce Hazel and tell again the story of his escape ne 
Efrafa When he had spoken of his deliverance Gee ae 
apparition in the night, Fiver had listened a i J 
asked onc question, ‘Did it makea nore? Later, w. ie ae 
had gone back, he told Hazel that he felt sure there ane J 
natural explanation, though he had no idea what san 
be Hazel, however, had not been gicatly interested F ie h ; 
the important thing was their disappointment Ga nee 
reason for ıt Holly had achieved nothing and ene 
entirely due to the unexpected unfriendliness of the feed, 
rabbits This evening, as soon as they had begun to 
Hazel returned to the matter. si 

‘Holly,’ he said, ‘were hardly any nearer to so n ‘6 
problem, are we? You’ve done wonders and got not ene 
show for it, and the farm raid was only a silly ae hale 
afraid ~ and an expensive one for me, at that The rea 
has still got to be dug’ 

‘Well? said Holly oa Say ıt was only a lark, cain ne 
at least it gave us two docs. and they’re the only two w 


got’ 
‘Are they any good?’ le 
The kind of ideas that have become natural to many ae 
human beings ım thinking of females — ideas of protec 
fidelity, 


: own 
Tomantic love and so on — are, of course, pel vite 
bits certainly do form exclusiv 


» they are not 
Hazel and 


as breeding stock for the warren. This was what they ha 
risked their lives for 


“Well, it’s hard to say, yet,’ replied Holly. ‘They’re domg 
their best to settle down with us ~ Clover particularly She 
scems very Sensible But they’re extraordinarily helpless, 
you know ~ Dy Seen anything like it — and I’m 
afraid they m ut to be delicate in bad weather 


€ never 
ay turn o 
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They might survive next winter and then again they might 
not But you weren’t to know that, when you got them out 
of the farm ° 

“With a bit of luck, they might each have a litter before 
the winter,’ said Hazel ‘I hnow the breeding season’s over, 
but everything’s so topsy-turvy with us here that there’s no 
saying ” 

“Well, you ask me what I think,’ said Holly ‘PI tell you 
I think they’re precious little to be the only thing between 
us and the end of everything we’ve managed to do so far I 
think they may very well not have any kittens for some time, 
partly because this 1sn’t the season and partly because the 
hfe’s so strange to them And when they do, the kittens will 
very hkely have a Jot of this man-bred hutch-stock in them 
But what else 1s there to hope for? We must do the best we 
can with what we’ve got’ 

‘Has anyone mated with them yet?’ asked Hazel 

No, neither of them has been ready so far But I can see 
some fine old fights breaking out when they are’ 

‘That’s another problem We can’t go on with nothmg 
but these two does * 

“But what else can we do?’ 

“I know what we've got to do,’ said Hazel, ‘but I still 
can’t see how We've got to go back and get some does out 
of Efrafa ° 

“You might as well say you were going to get them out of 
Inlé, Hazel-rah I’m afraid I can’t have given you a very 
clear description of Efrafa ° 

‘Oh yes, you have — the whole idea scares me stiff But 
were going to do it? 

“It can’t be done’ 

“It can’t be done by fighting or fair words, no So it will 
have to be done by means of a trick ° 

*There’s no trick wall get the better of that lot, believe me 
There are far more of them than there are of us they're 
very highly orgamized and I’m only telling the truth when 
I say that they can fight, run and follow a trail every bit as 
well as we can and a lot of them, much better ’ 
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‘The trick,’ said Hazel, turning to Blackberry, who all 
this tıme had been nibbling and listening ın silence, ‘the 
trick wall have to do three things. First, it will have to 
the does out of Efrafa and secondly st will have to put pai 
to the pursuit. For a pursuit there’s bound to be and a 
can’t expect another miracle. But that’s not all. Once we're 
clear of the place, we've got to become impossible to find - 
beyond the reach of any Wide Patrol.’ 

‘Yes, said Blackberry doubtfully. “Yes, I agree. To suc- 
ceed we should have to manage all those things’ 7 
“Yes And this trick, Blackberry, is going to be devised by 
you’ 

The sweet, carrion scent of dogwood filled the air, ın the 
evening sunshine the insects hummed around the dense, 
white cymes hanging low above the grass. A pair of pa 
and orange beetles, disturbed by the feeding rabbits, too 
off from a grass-stem and flew away, still coupled cam 

“They mate: we don’t,’ said Hazel, watching them go. 
ae Blackberry: a trick to put us right once and for 
a ig 


“I can see how to do the first thing,’ said Blackberry. ie 
least, I think I can But it’s dangerous. The other two i 
can’t see at all yet and Td like to talk ıt over wit 
Fiver ° 

‘The sooner Fiver and I get back to the warren the 
better,’ said Hazel “My leg’s good enough now, but all a 
ave it for tonight Good old Holly, w1 
iver and I will come early tomorrow 
me to think that Bigwig and Silver 


may start fighting about Clover at any moment ° 


“Hazel,” said Holly, ‘listen I don’t like this idea of oa 


nd you might very well get us all killed ’ 


It was Fiver Who replied. « I like that. I 
know,’ he said, ‘but p ed. It ought to fee 


: somehow it doesn’t: not to me I 
believe we can doit A 


5 : ’s right when 
he says it’s the only ch Yway, I’m sure Hazel’s rig 


i c ance weve got Suppose we go on 
talking about it for a bit?’ 7 ad 
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« "Not now,’ said Hazel ‘Time for underground down 

_ here - come on But if you two race up the hill, you'll 

- probably be in time for some more sunshine at the top 
Good night ° 


29 Return and Departure 


He which hath no stomach to this fight, 
Let him depart, his passport shall be made 
And crowns for convoy put into his purse 
We would not die in that man’s company 
That fears his fellowship, to die with us 


Shakespeare Henry V 


The following morning all the rabbits were out at silflay by 
dawn and there was a good deal of excitement as they waited 
for Hazel During the previous few days Blackberry had had 
to repeat several times the story of the journey to the farm 
and the finding of Hazel ın the drain One or two had 
Suggested that Kehaar must have found Hazel and told 
iver secretly But Kehaar demed this and, when pressed, 
rephed cryptically that Fiver was one who had travelled a 
- good deal-farther than he had himself As for Hazel, he 
had acquired, ın everyone’s eyes, a hind of magical quality 
Of all the warren, Dandelion was the last rabbit to fail to 
do justice to a good story and he made the most of Hazel’s 
heroic dash out of the ditch to save his friends from the 
farmers No one had even suggested that Hazel might have 
been reckless in going to the farm Against all odds he had 
got them two does and now he was bringing their luch 
bach to the warren 
Just before sunrise Prpkin and Speedwell saw Fiver com- 
mg through the wet grass near the summit of the down 
hey ran out to meet him and waited with him until Hazel 
came up to them Hazel was hmping and had evidently 
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found the climb a strain, but after resting and feeding - 
short time he was able to run down to the warren almost : 
fast as the others The rabbits crowded round. Everyon i 
wanted to touch hım. He was sniffed and tussled wanes 
rolled over in the grass until he felt almost arene Ba 
were being attacked Human beings, on occasions O a 
kind, are usually full of questions, but the rabbits expr 
their delight simply by proving to themselves ee re 
senses that this was really Hazel-rah. It was all he cou = 
to stand up to the rough play. ‘I wonder what would ae 
if I Jay down under it?’ he thought. ‘They’d kick ary 
I dare say They wouldn’t have a crippled Chief Ra : 
This is a test as well as a welcome, even though they don 

know it themselves. Pl test them, the rascals, before I’m 
done.’ nd 

He pushed Buckthorn and Speedwell off his back a 


broke away to the edge of the wood. Strawberry and Box- 
wood were on the bank and he jo 


€ can do with a few well-behaved fellows like you,’ he 
at rough lot out there — they 


on earth do you make of us 
wn?’ 


risks to þegin with,’ said ma 
don’t go out alone ~ all that pee 
nd how about you, Strawberry? Are you better 
rry, ‘as long as I sleep 2 
“ sun, Hazel-rah Tye been terrified half out 
of my wits ~ that’s the bottom of it Tve had the shivers and 


ays I kept thinking I was back in Efrafa.’ 
hke in Efrafa?? asked Hazel, 
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‘I'd rather die than go bach to Efrafa,’ said Strawberry, 
‘or rsh gomg anywhere near ıt I don’t know which was 
worse, the boredom or the fear All the same,’ he added after 
a few moments, ‘there are rabbits there who'd be the same 
as we are if they could only live naturally, hhe us Several 
would be glad to leave the place 1f thcy only could ’ 

Before they went underground Hazel talked to almost all 
the rabbits As he eapected, they were disappointed over the 
failure at Efrafa and full of indignation at the ill-treatment 
of Holly and his companions More than one thought, 
hke Holly, that the two does were likely to give rse to 
trouble 

‘There should have been more, Hazel,’ said Bigwig ‘We 
shall all be at each other’s throats, you hnow — I don’t sce 
how it’s to be helped ’ 

Late in the afternoon Hazel called everyone into the 

oneycomb 

‘I’ve been thinking things over,’ he said ‘I know you 
must all have been really disappointed not to have got nd 
of me at Nuthanger Farm the other day, so I’ve decided to 
go a bit further next time’ 

‘Where?’ asked Bluebell 

“To Efrafa,’ rephed Hazel, ‘if I can get anyone to come 
with me and we shall bring back as many does as the 
warren needs ’ 

There were murmurs of astonishment, and then Speed- 
well asked, ‘How?’ 

‘Blackberry and I have got a plan,’ said Hazel, ‘but I’m 
not going to explam ıt now, for this reason You all know 
that this 1s going to be a dangerous business Tf any of you 
get caught and taken into Efrafa, they’ll make you talh all 
right But those who don’t know a plan can’t give 1t away 
PH explain it later on, at the proper time 2 f 

‘Are you gomg to need many rabbits, Hazel-rah?’ asked 
Dandelion ‘From all I hear, the whole lot of us wouldn’t be 
enough to fight the Efrafans’ , : 

‘I hope we shan’t have to fight at all, rephed Hazel, ‘but 
there’s always the possibility Anyway, it'll be a long journey 
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home with the does, and if by any chance we meet a ie 
Patrol on the way, there have got to be enough of us to dea 
with them ° : ‘dl 
“Would we have to go into Efrafa ?’ asked Pipkin timidly 
‘No,’ said Hazel, ‘we shall —’ ; i 
‘I never thought, Hazel,’ interrupted Holly, ‘I ae 
thought that the time would come when I should ‘ee 
obliged to speak against you But I can only say again i k 
this is likely to be a complete disaster I know what yout Eo 
~ you’re counting on General Woundwort not having a 
one as clever as Blackberry and Fiver. You’re quite rig. ; 
I don’t thik he has But the fact remains that no one ra 
get a bunch of does away from that place. You all know t i 
I’ve spent my hfe patrolling and tracking ın the open. We : 
there are rabbits in the Efrafan Owsla who are better - 
than I am ~ I’m admıttıng ıt and they’ll hunt you oe 
with your does and lull you Great Frith! We all have 
meet our match some time or other! I know you want only 
to help us all, but do be sensible and give this scheme ne 
Believe me, the best thing to do with a place like Efrafa 1 
to stay as far away from it as possible.? be 
Talk broke out all over the Honeycomb ‘That must h 
right! ? “Who wants to be torn to pieces?’ ‘ That rabbit wit 
the mutilated ears — ‘Well, but Hazel-rah must know wha 
he’s doing.’ ‘It’s too far.’ “I don’t want to go.’ ere 
Hazel waited patiently for quiet At last he said, ‘It’s hk 
this. We can stay here and try to make the best of things a 
they are: or we can put them right once and for all. O 
course there’s a risk: 


happened to Holly and the others But haven’t we faced one 
risk after another, 
What do you mean 


Cycs out over two does 


What does Fiver think >? 
‘I’m certainly going,’ said Fiver quietly. ‘Hazel 


s per- 
fectly right and there’. nothing the matter wit}, his 


plan. 
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But I promise you this, all of you If I do come, later on, to 
feel any hind of misgiving, I shan’t heep it to myself? 

‘And if that happens, I shan’t gnore it,’ sud Hazel 

There was silence Then Bigwig spoke 

“You may as well all know that I’m going,’ he said, ‘and 
we shall have Kehaar with us, if that appeals to you at all ? 

There was a buzz of surprise 

‘Of course, there are some of us who ought to stay here,’ 
said Hazel ‘The farm 1abbıts can’t be expected to go and 
Pm not ashing anyone who went the first tme to go back 
again? 

‘PI come, though,’ said Silver ‘I hate General Wound- 
wort and his Council with all my guts and 2f we’re really 
Going to make fools of them I want to be there, as long as I 
don’t have to go bach inside the place — that I couldn’t face 
eh after all, you’re going to need someone who hnows the 
vay 

‘Tl come,’ said Pipkin ‘Hazel-rah saved my — I mean, 
Tm sure he hnows what’s —’ He became confused ‘Anyway, 
Pll come,’ he repeated, n a very nervous voice 

There was a scuffing in the run that led down from the 
wood and Hazel called, ‘Who’s that?’ 

“It’s I, Hazel-rah ~ Blackberry ’ 

‘Blackberry!’ said Hazel ‘Why, I thought you’d been 
here all the time Where have you been?’ 

‘Sorry not to have come before,’ said Blackberry ‘I’ve 
been talking to Kehaar, as a matter of fact, about the plan 

e’s improved ıt a good deal If I’m not mistaken, General 
Woundwort’s going to look remarkably silly before we've 


finshed I thought at first that ıt couldn’t be done, but now 
I feel sure ıt can’ 


‘Come where the grass is greener,’ said Bluebell, 

‘And the lettuces grow in rows, 

‘And a rabbit of free demeanour 

“Is known by his well-scratched nose ° 

“I think I shall have to come, just to satisfy my curiosity 
Pve been opening and shutting my mouth like a baby bird to 
know about this plan and no one puts anything ın I suppose 


‘ages 
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Bigwig’s going to dress up as a hrududu and drive all the 
does across the field,’ ee 
Hazel turned on him sharply. Bluebell sat up on his hin 
legs and said, ‘Please General Woundwort, sir, I’m only 4 
httle hrududu and I’ve left all my petrol on the grass, 50 uf 
you wouldn’t mind eating the grass, sir, while I just give 

this lady a ride -° 

‘Bluebell,’ said Hazel, ‘shut up!’ we «| 

‘Tm sorry, Hazel-rah,’ replied Bluebell ım surprise 
didn’t mean any harm I was only trying to cheer ia bier 
up a bit After all, most of us feel frightened at the idea 0 
going to this place and you can’t blame us, can you? It 
sounds hornbly dangerous.’ 

“Well, look here,’ said Hazel, ‘we’ll finish this meeting 
now Lets wait and see what we decide ~ that’s the rabbits 
way. No one has to go to Efrafa who doesn’t want to, but 
it’s clear enough that some of us mean to go Now I’m off to 
talk to Kehaar myself’ 

He found Kehaar just inside the trees, snapping and 
tearing with his great beak at a foul-smelling piece of flak- 
ing, brown flesh, which seemed to be hanging from 4 
tracery of bones He wrinkled his nose in disgust at the 
odour, which filled the wood around and was already 
attracting ants and blue-bottles. 

“What on earth is that, Kehaar?’ he asked. ‘It smells 
appalling!’ 

‘You not know? Heem feesh, feesh, come from Peeg 
Vater Ees goot’ 


‘Come fiom Big Water? (Ugh!) Did you find it 
there?’ 

‘Na, na Men have heem Down to farm ees plenty peeg 
rubbish place, all tings dere I go for food, find heem, all 
smell like Peeg Vater, pick heem up, pring heem back’ 
make me tink all about Peeg Vater ’ He began to tear again 
at the halfcaten kipper. Hazel sat choking with nausea and 
disgust as Kehaar lifted ıt entire and beat it against a 


beech-root, so that small fragments flew round them He 
collected himself and made an effort, 
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“Kehaar,’ he said, ‘Bigwig says you told him you’d come 
and help us to get the mothers out of the big warren’ 

' ‘Ya, ya, I come for you Meester Pigvig, °e need me for 
ia vm Ven ’e dere, ’e talk to me, I not rabbit Ees goot, 
ya oa 

“Yes, rather It’s the only possible way You’re a good 
friend to us, Kehaar °’ 

“Ya, ya, ’elp you for get mudders But now ees dis, 
Meester *Azel Alvays I vant Peeg Vater now - alvays, 
alvays Ees hearing Peeg Vater, vant to fly to Peeg Vater 

ow soon you go for get mudders, I ’elp you, ’ow you like 

Den, ven you getting mudders, I leave you dere, fly avay, 
no come back But I come back anudder time, ya? Come 
in, autumn, in vinter I come live ’ere vid you, ya?’ 

We shall miss you, Kehaar But when you come back 
we'll have a fine warren here, with lots of mothers You'll 
be able to feel proud of all you did to help us’ 

Ya, vill be so But Meester ’Azel, ven you go? I vant ’elp 
you but I no vant vart for go Peeg Vater Ees hard now for 
Stay, you know? Dis vat you do, do heem queek, ya?” 

Bigwig came up the run, put his head out of the hole and 
Stopped in horror 

‘Trıth up a tree!’ he said ‘What a fearful smell! Did you 

l it, Kehaar, or did ıt die under a stone?’ 

You hhe, Meester Pigvig? I pring you nice liddle pit, ya?’ 

‘Bigwig,’ said Hazel, ‘can you go and tell all the others 
that we're setting off at day-break tomorrow? Holly will 
look after things here until we get bach and Buckthorn, 
Strawberry and the farm rabbits are to stay with him Any- 
one else who wants to stay will be perfectly free to do so’ 

‘Don’t worry,’ said Bigwig, from the hole ‘TIl send them 
all up to silflay with Kehaar They'll go anywhere you Lhe 
before a duch can dive ’ 
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30. A New Journey 


An undertaking of great advantage, but nobody to know what ıt 1s 
Company Prospectus of the South Sea Bubble 


With the exception of Buckthorn and the addition of Blue- 
bell, the rabbits who set off from the southern end of the 
cech hanger early the next morning were those who had 
left Sandleford with Hazel five weeks before Hazel had said 
nothing more to persuade them, fecling that ıt would be 
better simply to leave things to set in his favour He knew 
that they were afraid, for he was afraid himself Indeed, he 
Suessed that they, like himself, could not be free from the 
thought of Efrafa and its grim Owsla But working against 
this fear was their longing and need to find more does and 
the knowledge that there were plenty of does in Efrafa Then 
there was their sense of mischief All rabbits love to trespass 
and steal and when it comes to the point very few will 
admut that they are afraid to do so, unless (lke Buckthorn 
or Strawberry on this occasion) they know that they are not 
fit and that their bodies may let them down ın the pinch 
gain, in speaking about his secret plan, Hazel had aroused 
their curiosity He had hoped that, with Fiver behind him, 
he could Jure them with hints and promises and he had 
been nght The rabbits trusted him and Fiver, who had got 
them out of Sandleford. before ıt was too late, crossed the 
Enborne and the common, taken Bigwig out of the wire, 
founded the warren on the downs, made an ally of Kehaar 
and produced two does against all odds There was no telling 
what they would do neat But they were evidently up to 
something, and since Bigwig and Blackberry seemed to be 
confidently ın on it, no one was ready to say that he would 
rather stay out, especially since Hazel had made 1t clear that 
anyone who wished could remain at home and welcome — 
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implying that if he was so poor-spirited as to choose to miss 
the exploit, they could do without him. Holly, ın je 
loyalty was second nature, had said no more to queer t 
pitch He accompanied them as far as the end of the woo 
with all the cheerfulness he could muster; only are 
Hazel, out of hearing of the rest, not to ee. 
danger. ‘Send news by Kehaar when he reaches you,’ he 
said, ‘and come back soon,’ 

Nevertheless, as Silver guided them southwards ae 
higher ground to the west of the farm, almost all, now coe 
they were actually commutted to the adventure, felt drea 
and apprehension They had heard enough about Efrafa to 
daunt the stoutest heart. But before reaching it — or pees 
ever they were going — they had to expect two days on the 
open down. Foxes, stoats, weasels — any of these might be 
encountered, and the only recourse would be flight above 
ground Their progress was straggling and broken, ue 
than that which Holly had made with his picked band © 
three Rabbits strayed, took alarm, stopped to rest. After a 
time Hazel divided them into groups, led by Silver, Bigwig 
and himself. Yet still they moved slowly, like climbers on 4 
rock-face, first some and then others taking their turn to 
cross the same piece of ground 


But at least the cover was good June was moving towards 


July and high summer. Hedgerows and verges were at their 
rankest and thickest The rabbits sheltered in dum-green, 
sun-flecked caves of grass, flowering marjoram and cow- 
parsley: peered round spotted hairy-stemmed clumps of 
viper’s bugloss, blooming red and blue above their heads: 
pushed between towering stalks of yellow mullem. Some- 
times they scuttled along open turf, coloured like a tapestry 
meadow with self-heal, centaury and tormentil Because of 
their anxiety about eli] and because they were nose-to- 
ground and unable to see far ahead, the way seemed long. 
Had their journey been made in years gone by, they 
would have found the downs far more open, without stand- 
ing crops, grazed close by sheep; and they could hardly 
have hoped to go far unobserved by enemies. But the sheep 
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, Were long gone and the tractors had ploughed great ex- 
panses for wheat and barley The smell of the green, standing 
„ Corn was round them all day The mice were numerous and 
so were the kestrels The kestrels were disturbing, but Hazel 
, had been right when he gucssed that a healthy, full-grown 
; rabbıt was too large a quarry for them At all events, no 
, One was attacked from above 
Some time before ni-Frith, in the heat of the day, Silver 
; Paused in a little patch of thorn There was no breeze and 
the air was full of the sweet, chrysanthemum-hke smell of 
_ the flowering compositae of dry uplands — corn-chamomule, 
| yarrow and tansy As Hazel and Fiver came up and squatted 
beside hım, he looked out across the open ground ahead 
“There, Hazel-rah,’ he said, ‘that’s the wood that Holly 
didn’t like ° 
Two or three hundred yards away and directly across their 
hne, a belt of trees ran straight across the down, stretching in 
each direction as far as they couldsee They had come to the 
line of the Portway — only mtermuttently a road — which runs 
from north of Andover, through St Mary Bourne with ts bells 
and streams and watercress beds, through Bradley Wood, 
on across the downs and so to Tadley and at last to Sil- 
chester — the Romans’ Calleva Atrebatum Where ıt crosses 
the downs, the line ıs marked by Caesar’s Belt, a strip of 
Woodland as straight as the road, narrow indeed but more 
than three miles long In this hot noon-day the trees of the 
Belt were looped and netted with darkest shadow The sun 
lay Outside, the shadows inside the trees All was shill, save 
for the grasshoppers and the falling finch-song of the yellow- 
hammer on the thorn Hazel looked steadily for a long time, 
hstening with raised ears and wrinkling his nose in the 
unmoving air 
“I can’t see anything wrong with it,’ he said at last ‘Can 
you, Fiver?? 
‘No, rephed Fiver ' Holly thought 1t was a strange hind of 
Wood and so it 3s, but there don’t seem to be any men there 


All the same, someone ought to go and make sure, I suppose 
Shall IP’ 
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The thnd group had come up while Hazel oe 
gazing at the Belt, and now all the rabbits werc eeu 
bling quietly or resting, with cars laid flat, in the light g 
sun-and-shade of the thorn ae 

‘Is Bigwig there?’ asked Hazcl. ics aus 

Chicken the morning Bigwig had seemed areas pe 
self ~ silent and preoccupied, with little attention A ee 
was going on around him. If his courage had E se 
beyond question, it nught have been thought ie pia 
fceling nervous, During one long halt Bluebell ha ar 
heard him talking with Hazel, Fiver and a a 
later had told Pipkin that it sounded for all the wor ae 
though Bigwig were being reassured. ‘Fighting, ee ae 
where,’ he had heard him say, ‘but I still reckon oe No. 
game is more in someone else’s line than mine. and 
rephed Hazel, ‘you’re the only one that can do ae 
remember, this isn’t sport, if the farm raid was. sees ie 

depends on it? Then, realizing that Bluebell coul atry 
him, he added, ‘Anyway, keep on thinking about it an had 
to get used to the idea. We must get on now.’ Bigwig 
gone moodily down the hedgerow to collect his group. nd 
Now, he came out of a near-by clump of mugwort a 
flowering thistle and joined Hazel under the thorn. 
‘What do you want?’ he asked abruptly 4 oil 
‘Kong of cats,’ (bfeffa-rah) answered Hazel, ‘would y 


When Bigwig had sipped away, Hazel said to A pe 
‘Have you any idea how far the Wide Patrols go out 
we inside their range yet?? ‘As 

‘I don’t know, but I’d guess that we are,’ said Silver. : 
I understand it, the range is up to the patrol. Under ; 
pushing sort of captain, a patrol may go out a long way, 
believe ? 

‘I see,’ said Hazel. “Well, I don’t 
if it can possibly be helped, and 
must get back to Efrafa That’ 


want to meet a patrol 
if we do, not one of ae 
S one reason why I broug 
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so many of us But by way of avoiding them, I’m going to 
try to make use of this wood Perhaps they don’t fancy ıt 
any more than Holly did’ 

‘But surely it doesn’t run the way we want to go?’ said 
Silver 

‘Were not going to Efrafa, though,’ said Hazel ‘We’re 
going to find somewhere to hide, as near to 1t as we can 
safely get Any ideas?’ 

‘Only that it’s terribly dangerous, Hazel-rah,’ said 
Silver ‘You can’t get near Efrafa safely and I don’t hnow 
how you can begin to look for somewhere to hide And then 
the patrol — if there 1s one — they'll be cunning brutes 
They might very well spot us and not show themselves at 
all — simply go and report ’ 

‘Well, here comes Bigwig bach again,’ said Hazel ‘Is it all 
right, Bigwig? Good — let’s get them into the wood and go 
down the length of 1t a httle way Then we must shp out on 
the other side and make sure that Kehaar finds us He’s 
coming to look for us this afternoon and at all costs we 
mustn’t miss him ’ 

Less than half a mile to the west, they came upon a 
spinney adjoming the southern edge of Caesar’s Belt To the 
west again was a shallow, dry downland combe, perhaps 
four hundred yards across and overgrown with weeds and 
rough, yellowing summer tussocks There, well before sun- 
set, Kehaar, flying westwards down the Belt, spotted the 
rabbits lying up, all among the nettles and goose-grass He 
sailed down and alighted near Hazel and Fiver 

“How’s Holly?’ asked Hazel 

VE sad,’ said Kehaar ‘’E say you no come back’ Then 
he added, ‘Mees Clover, she ready for mudder ” 

‘That’s good,’ said Hazel ‘Is anyone doing anything 
about it?” 

‘Ya, ya, ees all to fight ’ 

‘Oh well, I suppose it’ll sort itself out ° 

“Vat you do now, Meester ’Azel?? 

‘This is where you start helping, Kehaar We need a 
place to hide, as near the big warren as we can safely get — 
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somewhere where those other rabbits won’t find us. If se 
ow the country well enough, perhaps you can sugg 
something,’ i a 
“Meester "Azel, ’ow close you vant: ; 

‘Well, no further away than Nuthanger F arm is fr om the 
Honeycomb. In fact, that’s really about the limit. m 
‘Ees only von ting, Meester ’Azcl, You go udder s 

river, den dey not find you.’ ; is 
‘Over the river? You mean we swim across; 5 
‘Na, na, rabbit no sveem dis river, Ees peeg, ees = F 
queek, But ees pridge, den udder side plenty place for . 
Ees close to varren, like you say.’ 
‘And you think that’s the best we can do?? : 
‘Ees plenty trees und ees river. Udder rabbits no find you. 
‘What do you think?’ said Hazel to Fiver. ate 
“It sounds better than I’d hoped for,” said Fiver. ‘I ha 
to say it, but I think we ought to go straight there as fast as 
We can, even if it makes everyone exhausted. We're p 
danger all the time we’re on the down, but once we get o 
it we can rest. Nd 
“Well, I suppose we'd better 80 on by night, if they'll do 


it ~ we've done it before — but they must feed and rest first. 
Start fu Inlé? There’l] be a moon ” 


‘Oh, how I’ve come to loathe those words “start” and 
“fu Tanlé”? said Blackberry, 


However, the evening feed was peaceful and cool and 


Hazel brought them all to 


pellets and rest, Although he did his best to appear confident 
> he could fee] that they were on edge, and after 
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Piplun and Fiver looked as fresh as Silver and Bigwig Stl, 
a httle entertainment would be all to the good and raise 
their spirits He was just going to speak up when Acorn 
saved him the trouble 

‘Will you tell us a story, Dandelion?’ he asked 

‘Yes! yes!’ sud several others ‘Come on! Make it a 
stunner while you’re at it!’ 

‘All right,’ said Dandelion ‘How about “El-ahranah 
and the Fox in the Water” ?’ 

‘Let’s have “The Hole m the Shy”, said Hawkbit 

‘No, not that,’ said Bigwig suddenly He had spoken very 
little all the evening and everyone looked round ‘If you’re 
going to tell a story, there’s only one I want,’ he went on 
‘“El-ahrarrah and the Black Rabbit of Inle ”’ 

‘Perhaps not that one,’ said Hazel Bigwig rounded on 
him, snarling 

‘If there’s going to be a story, don’t you think I’ve got as 
good a right as anyone to choose 1t?’ he asked 

Hazel did not reply and after a pause, during which no 
one else spoke, Dandelion, with a rather subdued manner, 
began 


31 The Story of El-ahrairah and the 
Black Rabbit of Inlé 


The powcr of the night, the press of the storm, 
The post of the foc, 

Where he stands, the Arch Fear in a visible form, 
Yet the strong man must go 


Robert Browning Prospice 


‘Sooner or later, everything leaks out and animals get to 
hear what others think about them Some say that it was 
Hufsa who told King Darzin the truth about the trick with 
the lettuces Others say that Yona the hedgehog went 
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gossiping in the copses. But however it was, King Darzin got 
to know that he had been made a fool when he delivered his 
lettuces to the marshes of Kelfazin. He did not call his 
soldiers out to fight — not yet. But he made up his mind that 
he would find an opportunity to get his own back on El- 
ahrairah. El-ahrairah knew this and he warned all his 
people to be careful, especially when they went about alone. 
“Now late one afternoon in February, Rabscuttle led 
some of the rabbits out to a rubbish heap on the edge of a 
garden, some way away from the warren. The evening 
came on cold and misty and well before twilight a fog came 
down thick. They set off for home but they got lost: and 
then they had trouble with an owl and became confused 
over their direction Anyway, Rabscuttle got separated 
fiom the others and after wandering about for some time, 
he strayed into the guards’ quarters outside King Darzin’s 
city: and they caught him and took him up to the king. 
King Darzin saw his chance to spite El-ahrairah. He 
put Rabscuttle into a special prison-hole and every day he 
was brought out and made to work, sometimes in the frost, 
digging and tunnelling But El-ahrairah swore he would 
get him out somehow, And so he did, for he and two of his 
does spent four days digging a tunnel from the wood into 
the back of the bank where Rabscuttle had been set to work. 
And in the end this tunnel came near to the hole in the bank 
down which Rabscuttle had been sent. He was supposed to 
be digging to turn the hole into a store-room and the guards 
were watching outside while he worked. But El-ahrairah 
hear. him scratching in the dark: 
y down the tunnel and escaped 


ey soon came out again, because 
d the other rabbits They were not 
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used to fighting in narrow places in the dark and they got 
bitten and scratched until they were glad to come out tail- 
first 

‘But they didn’t go away they sat outside and waited 

Whenever any of the rabbits tried to silflay they found their 
enemies ready to jump on them King Darzin and his 
soldicrs couldn’t watch all the holes — there were too many — 
but they were quch enough to dash off wherever they saw a 
rabbit show his nose Very soon El-ahrairah’s people found 
that ıt was all they could do to snatch a mouthful or two of 
grass — just cnought to keep alive - before they had to bolt 
underground again El-ahrairah tried every trick he could 
think of, but he couldn’t be md of King Darzin or get his 
own pcople away The rabbits began to become thin and 
muscrable underground and some of them fell all 

‘At last El-ahrairah felt quite desperate and one might, 
when he had been rishing his life again and again to bring 
down a few mouthfuls of grass for a doe and her family 
whose father had been killed the day before, he called out, 
“Lord Fritht I would do anything to save my people! I 
would drive a bargain with a stoat or a foa — yes, or with the 
Black Rabbit of Inlé!” 

‘Now as soon as he had said this, D]-ahrairah realized in 
his heart that 1f there was one creature anywhere who might 
have the will and certainly had the power to destroy his 
enemies, 1t was the Blach Rabbit of Inle For he was a rabbit 
and yet more powerful than King Darzin a thousand times 
over But the thought made []-ahrairah sweat and shudder, 
so that he had to crouch down where he was in the run 
After a time he went to his own burrow and began to think 
of what he had said and what ıt meant 

‘Now as you all know, the Blach Rabbit of Inle ıs fear and 
everlasting darkness He zs a rabbit, but he ıs that cold, bad 
dream from which we can only entreat Lord Frith to save 
us today and tomorrow When the snare 1s set in the gap, 
the Black Rabbit knows where the peg 1s driven, and when 
the weasel dances, the Black Rabbit ıs not far off You all 
know how some rabbits seem just to throw their lives away 
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between two jokes and a theft: but the truth is that their 
foolishness comes from the Black Rabbit, for it is by his will 
that they do not smell the dog or see the gun. The Black 
Rabbit biings sickness too. Or again, he will come in the 
night and call a rabbit by name: and then that rabbit must 
go out to him, even though he may be young and strong to 
save himself from any other danger. He goes with the Black 
Rabbit and leaves no trace behind. Some say that the Black 
Rabbit hates us and wants our destruction But the truth is- 
or so they taught me ~ that he too serves Lord Frith and 
does no more than his appointed task ~ to bring about what 
must be. We come into the world and we have to go: but 
we do not go merely to serve the turn of one enemy Or 
another. If that were so, we would all be destroyed ın a day. 

We go by the will of the Black Rabbit of Inlé and only by 
his will, And though that will seems hard and bitter to us 

all, yet in his way he is our protector, for he knows Frith’s 

promise to the rabbits and he wil] revenge any rabbit who 

may chance to be destroyed without the consent of himself. 

Anyone who has seen a game-keeper’s gibbet knows what 

the Black Rabbit can bring down on ehl who think they 

will do what they will. 

‘El-ahrairah spent the night alone in his burrow and his 
thoughts were terrible. As far as he knew, no rabbit had ever 
tried to do what he had in mind But the more he thought 
about it — as well as he could for hunger and fear and the 
trance that comes upon rabbits face-to-face with death — the 
more it seemed to him that there was at least a chance of 
Success He would seek out the Black Rabbit and offer him 
his own life in return for the safety of his people. But if, when 
he offered his life, he did not mean the offer to be accepted, 
it would be better not to go near the Black Rabbit at all. 
oo Rabbit might not accept his life: yet still, perhaps, 

< gaeat get a chance to try something else. Only, there 
could be no cheating the Black Rabbit. If his people’s safety 

ad, by whatever means, the price would be his 
not return. He would 
ced a companion to bring back whatever it was 
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that was gomg to overthrow King Darzin and save the 
warren 

‘In the morning, El-ahrairah went to find Rabscuttle and 

they talked far into the day Then he called his Owsla to~ 
gether and told them what he meant to do 

‘Later that evening, ın the last of the twilght, the rabbits 
came out and attached King Darzin’s soldiers They fought 
very bravely and some of them were killed The enemy 
thought they were trying to break out of the warren and did 
everything they could to surround them and force them 
back into their holes But the truth was that all the fighting 
was simply to distract King Darzin’s attention and keep 
his soldiers busy As darkness set ın, El-ahrairah and Rab- 
scuttle shpped out from the other end of the warren and 
made off down the ditch, while the Owsla fell back and 
King Darzin’s soldiers jeered at them down the holes As 
for King Darzin, he sent a message to say that he was ready 
to talk to El-ahrairah about terms of surrender 

‘El-ahrairah and Rabscuttle set out on their dark journey 
What way they went I don’t know and no rabbit knows 
But I always remember what old Feverfew — d’you remem- 
ber him? — used to say when he told this story “They didn’t 
take long,” he said “They took no tıme at all No They 
hmped and stumbled through a bad dream to that terrible 
place they were bound for Where they were travelling, the 
sun and moon mean nothing and winter and summer less 
But you will never know” ~ and then he used to look ail 
round at us — “you will never know and neither do I, how 
far El-ahrairah went on his journey into the dark You see 
the top of a great stone sticking out of the ground How far 
1s 1t to the middle? Split the stone Then you’ll know ” 

‘At last they came to a high place where there was no 
grass They scrambled upwards, over splinters of slate, 
among grey rocks bigger than sheep Must and icy rain 
swirled about them and there was no sound but the trichling 
of water and sometimes, from far above, the cry of some 
great, evil bird on the wing And these sounds echoed, for 
they were between blach chffs of stone, taller than the tallest 
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trees The snow lay in patches all about, for the sun anes 
shone to melt it. The moss was slippery and whenever : ey 
pushed out a pebble, it rattled down and down behind t = 
in the gulhes. But El-ahrairah knew the way and on 
went, until the mist grew so thick that they could a 
nothing. Then they kept close to the cliff and ae : 
little, as they went, it overhung them until it made a z 
roof above their backs. Where the cliff ended was the 
mouth of a tunnel, like a huge rabbit hole. In the freezing 
cold and silence, El-ahrairah stamped and flashed his tail e 
Rabscuttle. And then, as they were about to go into ree 
tunnel, they realized that what they had thought, in oe 
gloom, to be a part of the rock was not rock. It was t ; 
Black Rabbit of Inlé, close beside them, still as lichen an 
cold as the stone.’ , 
‘Hazel; said Pipkin, staring into the dusk and trembling, 
‘I don’t like this story. I know I’m not brave ~’ i 
‘Tes all right, Hlao-roo,’ said Fiver, ‘you’re not the only 
one’ In fact he himself seemed composed and even de- 
tached, which was more than could be said for any other 
rabbit in the audience: but Pipkin was hardly to realize 
this ‘Lers &0 out there for a bit and watch the spiders 
catching moths, shall we?’ said Fiver. ‘I think I can re- 
member where I left a patch of vetch —1t must be somewhere 
this way.’ Stull talking quietly, he led Pipkin out into the 
overgrown combe. Hazel turned to make sure of the direc- 


ton they had taken and as he did so Dandelion hesitated, 
uncertain whether to resume, 


‘Go on,’ said Bigwig, 


ere was nowhere else to run And this 

had come on purpose to encounter 
him and all depended on their dong so. They did no 
us; and the end too, was no different; 
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for when they had done slipping and tripping and falling 
along the tunnel, they found themselves in a vast, stone 
burrow All was of stone the Black Rabbit had dug ıt out 
of the mountam with his claws And there they found, 
waiting for them, lim from whom they had fled There 
were others in that burrow also — shadows without sound or 
smell The Black Rabbit has his Owsla too, you hnow I 
would not care to meet them 
‘The Blach Rabbit spoke with the voice of water that falls 
into pools in echoing places ın the dark 
‘ “El-ahrairah, why have you come here?” 
*“T have come for my people,” whispered El-ahrairah 
‘The Black Rabbit smelt as clean as last year’s bones and 
m the dark El-ahrairah could see his eyes, for they were 
red with a hght that gave no hight 
‘You are a stranger here, El-ahrairah,” said the Black 
Rabbit “You are alive ” 
* “My lord,” replied El-ahrairah, “I have come to give 
you my hfe My hfe for my people ” 
‘The Black Rabbit drew his claws along the floor 
‘ “Bargains, bargains, El-ahrairah,” he said “There 1s 
not a day or a night but a doe offers her hfe for her kittens, 
or some honest captam of Owsla his hfe for his Chief 
Rabbit’s Sometimes it ıs taken, sometimes ıt ıs not But 
ae is no bargain, for here, what 1s, ıs what must 
e 33 
‘El-ahrairah was silent But he thought, “Perhaps I can 
trick him into taking my hfe He would keep a promise, as 
Prince Rainbow kept his ” 
cg, Youare my guest, El-ahrairah,” said the Blach Rabbit 
Stay in my burrow as long as you wish You may sleep 
here And you may eat here, and they are few indeed who 
can do as much Let him eat,” he said to the Owsla 
‘“We will not eat, my lord,” said El-ahrairah, for he 
knew that if he ate the food which they gave him ın that 
burrow, his secret thoughts would become plain and there 
would be an end of tricks 
“Then at least we must entertain you,’ said the Black 
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Rabbit ‘You must feel at home, El-ahrairah, and ake 
yourself comfortable Come, let us play bob-stones. fora 
‘Very well,” said El-ahrairah, “and if I win, ee 
perhaps you will be so good as to accept my life in r 
r my people’s safety.’ : f 
. ‘ eT will? said ae Black Rabbit. “But if I win, a 
ahrairah, you shall give me both your tail and your w 
rs 33 
ee stones were brought and El-ahrairah sat down s 
the cold and the echoes to play against the Black Rabbit : 
Inlé Now as you may suppose, El-ahrairah specter he 
play bob-stones He could play as well as any rabbi a 
ever covered a cast. But there — ın that dreadful place, ee 
the Black Rabbit’s eyes upon him and the Owsla who ma 
no sound ~ try as he would, his wits deserted him and eve l 
before he cast, he felt that the Black Rabbit knew what wa 
down The Black Rabbit showed never the least haste a 
played as the snow falls, without sound or change, = 
last El-ahrairah’s spirit faled him and he knew tha 
could not win 
“You can pay your stakes to the Owsla, El-ahrairah, 
said the Black Rabbit, “and they will show you a burrow 
to sleep ın I shall return tomorrow and if you are still ies 
I will see you But you are free to leave whenever you wis 7 
‘Then the Owsla took El-ahrairah away and cut off his 
tail and pulled out his whiskers and when he came to him- 
self, he was alone with Rabscuttle ın a hollow stone burrow, 
with an Opening to the mountain outside ; 
“Oh, master,” said Rabscuttle, “what will you do now 
For Frith’s sake let ys 8&0 away I can feel for both of us in 
the dark ” 


be Certainly not,” said El-ahrairah. He still hoped to get 


I 
*Bob-stones ıs a traditional game of rabbits It 1s played with smal 
Stones, fragments of stick or the like F 


hind of gambling, on the lines of ‘Odds or Evens 
the ground is covered by the 
hazard some Sort of sy 


dark, rough or smooth 


’ A ‘cast’ of stones on 
player’s front paw. The opponent ee 
muse about its nature, eg one or two, lig 
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what he wanted from the Black Rabbit somehow and he 
felt sure that they had been put into this burrow so that they 
would be tempted to steal away “‘ Certainly not I can make 
do very well with some willow-herb and clematis Go out 
and get some, Rabscuttle, but make sure you come back 
before tomorrow evening You had better try to bring some 
food, too, 1f you can” 

‘Rabscuttle went out as he was told and El-ahrairah was 
left alone He slept very little, partly for the pain and partly 
for the fear that never left him, but chiefly because he was 
still searching for some trick that would serve his turn The 
next day Rabscuttle returned with some pieces of turnip and 
after El-ahrairah had eaten them, Rabscuttle helped him to 
patch himself up with a grey tail and whiskers, made from 
the winter drift of clematis and ragwort In the evening he 
went to meet the Black Rabbit as though nothing had 
happened 

‘Well, El-ahrairah,” said the Black Rabbit — and he 
did not wrinkle his nose up and down when he sniffed, but 
thrust it forward, as a dog does ~ “my burrow cannot be 
what you are used to but perhaps you have done your best 
to make yourself comfortable?” 

‘SI have, my lord,” said El-ahrairah “I am glad that 
you allow me to stay ” 

‘ “Perhaps we will not play bob-stones tomght,” said the 
Blach Rabbit “You must understand, El-ahrairah, that I 
have no wish to make you suffer I am not onc of the Thou- 
sand I repeat, you may stay or leave as you please But if 
you are going to remain, perhaps you would care to hear a 
Story, and to tell one yourself, if you lihe ” 

““ Certainly, my lord,” said Ll-ahrairah, “And of I can 
tell a story as good as yours, perhaps you will accept my hfe 
and grant the safety of my people ” 

“Iwill,” said the Black Rabbit “But ifnot, El-ahrairch, 
you wall have to forfeit your cars ”? He waited to see whether 
El-ahrurah would refuse the wager, but he did not 

“Then the Blach Rabbit told such a tale of fear and darl,- 
ness as froze the hearts of Rabscuttle and Cl-ahrairah where 
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they crouched on the rock, for they knew that every word 
was true Their wits turned. They seemed to be plunged m 
icy clouds that numbed therr senses; and the Black Rabbit's 
story crept into their hearts like a worm into a nut, leaving 
them shrivelled and empty. When at last that terrible story 
was ended, El-ahrairah tried to speak. But he could not 
collect his thoughts and he stammered and ran about the 
floor, lıke a mouse when the hawk glides low. The Black 
Rabbit waited silently, with no sign of impatience. At last it 
was clear that there would be no story from El-ahrairah, 
and the Owsla took him and put him into ‘a deep sleep: 
and when he woke, his ears were gone and only Rabscuttle 
was beside him in the stone burrow, crying like a kitten. 
*“Oh, master,” said Rabscuttle, “what good can this 
suffering bring? For the sake of Lord Frith and the green 
grass, let me take you home.” 
“Nonsense,” said El-ahrairah “Go out and get me two 
good, big dock-leaves They will do very well for ears” 
“They will wither, master,” said Rabscuttle, “and I am 
withered now.” 
‘They will last long enough,” said El-ahrairah grimly, 
“for what I have to do But I cannot find the way.” 
‘When Rabscuttle was gone, El-ahrairah forced himself 
to think clearly The Black Rabbit would not accept his life. 
Also, 1t was plain that he himself would never be able to 
win any sort of wager against him: he might as well try to 
run a race across a sheet of ice But if the Black Rabbit did 
not hate him, why did he inflict these sufferings upon him? 
To destroy his courage and make him give up and go away. 
But why not simply send him away? And why wait, before 
hurting him, till he himself proposed a wager and lost 1t? 
‘The answer came to him suddenly These shadows had no 
power either to send him away or to hurt him, except with 
his own consent They would not help him, no. They would 
seck Possession of his will and break it ıf they could But 
supposing that he could find among them something that 


would save his people, could they stop him from taking 1t 
away? 
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“When Rabscuttle came back, he helped El-ahrairah to 
disguise his horrible, maimed head with two dock-leaves in 
place of ears and after a while they slept But El-ahrairah 
kept dreaming of his starving rabbits waiting ın the runs to 
push back King Darzin’s soldiers and placing all their hopes 
on him and at last he woke, cold and cramped, and 
wandered out into the runs of the stone warrèn As he limped 
along, trailing the doch-leaves on either side of his head — 
for he could not raise or move them lke the ears he had 
lost — he came to a place from which several narrow runs 
led down deeper into the ground and here he found two of 
the ghastly, shadowy Owsla moving about some dark 
business of ther own They turned and stared, to make 
him afraid, but El-ahrairah was past being afraid and he 
stared bach at them, wondering what they had in mind to 
persuade him to lose 

‘Turn back, El-ahrairah,” said one at last “You have 
no business here, ın the pit You are alive, and have suffered 
much already ” 

* “Not as much as my people,” replied El-ahratrah 

* “ There 1s enough suffering here for a thousand wariens,”’ 
said the shadow “Do not be stubborn, El-ahrairah In 
these holes he all the plagues and diseases that come to 
rabbits — fever and mange and the sichness of the bowels 
And here, too, in this nearest hole, lies the white blindness, 
that sends creatures hobbling out to die in the fields, where 

even the ell will not touch their rotting bodies This 1s our 
tash, to see that all these are ready for the usc of Inlc-rah 
For what 1s, 1s what must be ” 

‘Then [Dl-ahrairah knew that he must give himself no 
timc tothink He pretended to go bach, but suddenly turned, 
rushed upon the shadows and plunged into the nearest hole 
faster than a raindrop into the ground And there he lay, 
while the shadows flickered and gibbered about the en- 
trance, for they hid no power to move him, except by fear 
After a tame they went away and El-ahrarah was left alone, 
Wondering whether he would be able to reich Kang Darzin’s 
rmv in time without the use of whusl ers or cars 
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” 


‘At last, when he was sure that he must have stayed in = 
hole long enough to be infected, El-ahrairah came out an 
began to make his way back along the run. He did not a 
how soon the disease would appear or how long he ae 
take to die, but plamly he ought to return as quickly as he 
could — if possible, before there was any sign of illness ne 
hun. Without going near Rabscuttle, he must tell him to 
hurry ahead, reach the rabbits in the warren and warn 
them to block all the holes and stay inside until King Dar- 
zin’s army was destroyed. : 

‘He blundered into a stone in the dark, for he was shiver- 
ing and feverish and ın any case he could feel little or nothing 
without his whiskers. At that moment a quiet voice said, 
“El-ahrairah, where are you going? ” He had heard nothing, 
but he knew that the Black Rabbit was beside him. ; 

‘“I am going home, my lord,” he replied. “You said 
that I might go when I wished.” 


“You have some purpose, El-ahrairah,” said the Black 
Rabbit. “What 1s itp” . 

* “T have been in the pit, my lord,” answered El-ahrairah. 
“I am infected with the white blindness and I am going to 
Save my people by destroying the enemy.” 

*“El-ahrairah,” said the Black Rabbit, “do you know 
how the white blindness is carried?” 


‘A sudden misgiving seized upon El-ahrairah. He said 
nothing 


‘ “It is carried by the fleas in rabbits? ears,” said me 
Black Rabbit, “They pass from the ears of a sick rabbit to 


S companions But El-ahrairah, you have no ears 
and fleas will not 80 to dock-leaves, You can neither catch 
nor carry the white blindness ” 


“Then at last El-ahrairah felt that his strength and cour- 
age were gone He fell to the ground. He tried to move, but 
hus back legs dragged along the rock and he could not get up. 
He scuffled and then Jay still in the silence, 

5 “El-ahrairah,” said the Black Rabbit at last, “this is a 
cold warren: a bad place for the living and no place at all 
for warm hearts and brave spirits. You are a nuisance to me. 
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Go home I myself will save your people Do not have the 
impertinence to ask me when There 1s no tıme here They 
are already saved ” 

‘In that moment, while King Darzin and his soldiers 
were still jeermg down the holes of the warren, confusion 
and terror came upon them ın the falling darkness The 
fields seemed full of huge rabbits with red eyes, stalling 
among the thistles They turned and fled They vanished in 
the mght, and that 1s why no rabbit who tells the tales of 
El-ahrairah can say what kind of creatures they were or 
what they looked hhe Not one of them has ever been seen, 
from that day to this 

‘When at last El-ahrairah was able to rise to his feet, the 
Black Rabbit was gone and Rabscuttle was coming down 
the run, looking for him Together they went out to the 
mountainside and made their way down the stone-rattlng 
gully in the mist They did not know where they were 
going, eacept that they were going away from the Black 
Rabbit’s warren But after a time it became plain that 
El-ahrairah was 1ll from shock and eshaustion Rabscuttle 
dug a scrape and there they stayed for several days 

‘Later, when El-ahrairah began to get better, they wan- 
dered on, but they could not find their way back They 
were confused in their wits and had to beg help and shelter 
of other animals whom they met Their journey home 
lasted three months and many adventures they had Some 

of these, as you know, are stories in themselves Once they 
hved with a lendrı and found pheasants’ eggs for him in the 
wood And once they barely escaped from the middle of a 
hay-field when the hay was cutting All the time, Rabscuttle 
looked after Ll-ahrairah, brought him fresh doch-leaves and 
hept the flies from his wounds until they healed 

‘At last, one day, they came bach to the warren It was 
evening, and as the sun stretched out all the hulls, they 
could see any number of rabbits at silflay, mbbling in the 
&rass and playing over the ant-heaps They stopped at the 


top a the field, sniffing the gorse and herb-robert on the 
win 
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* “Well, they look all right,” said El-ahiaiah. “A healthy 
lot, really. Let’s just slip in quietly and see whether we can 
find one or two of the Owsla captains underground. We 
don’t want a lot of fuss ” 

‘They made then way along the hedgerow, but could not 
altogether get their bcar ings, because apparently the warren 
had giown bigge: and there were more holes than before, 
both ın the bank and in the field, They stopped to speak to 
a group of smart young bucks and docs sitting under the 
elder bloom. 

‘We want to find Loosestiife,” said Rabscuttle. “Can 
you tell us where his burrow 15?” 

““T never heard of him,” answeied one of the bucks 
“Are you sure he’s in this warren me 

‘ “Unless he’s dead,” said Rabscuttle “But surely you 
must have heard of Captain Loosestrife ? He was an officer 
of the Owsla in the fighting.” 

“What fighting?” asked another buck 

‘“The fighting against King Darzin,” replied Rab- 
scuttle. 

‘ “Here, do me a favour, old fellow, will you?” said the 
buck “That fighting ~ I wasn’t born when it fimshed ” 

‘ “But surely you know the Owsla captains who were?” 
said Rabscutile 
“I wouldn’t be seen dead with them,” said the buck. 


hat, that white-whiskered old bunch? What do we want 
to know about them?” 


* “What they did,” said Rabscuttle. 
* “That war lark, old fellow?” said the first buck “That’s 
all finished now. That’s got nothing to do with us ” 


* “Tfthis Loosestrife fought King What’s-His-N ame, that’s 


x : i ees 
ne business, ’ said one of the does “It’s not our business, 15 
it? 


“It was all a 
s£ Shameful, really 


a would there? But you can’t get old rabbits to see 


* “My father was in it,” 


cc 


said the second buck. “He gets 


“ 
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on about it sometimes I always go out quick ‘They did 
this and then we did that’ and all that caper “Makes you 
curl up, honest Poor old geezer, you’d think he’d want to 
forget about it I reckon he makes half of it up And where 
did it get him, tell me that?” 

‘“If you don’t mind waiting a httle while, sir,” said a 
third buck to El-ahrairah, “PIL go and see if I can find 
Captain Loosestrife for you I don’t actually know hm 
myself, but then it’s rather a big warren ” i 

‘“That’s good of you,” said El-ahrairah, “but I think 
I’ve got my bearings now and I can manage by myself” 

‘El-ahrairah went along the hedgerow to the wood and 
sat alone under a nut-bush, loohing out across the fields As 
the light began to fail, he suddenly realized that Lord Frith 
was close beside him, among the leaves 

t“ Are you angry, El-ahrarrah?” asked Lord Frith 

“No, my lord,” rephed El-ahrairah, “I am not angry 
But I have learned that with creatures one loves, suffering 
is not the only thing for which one may pity them A rabbit 
who does not know when a gift has made him safe 1s poorer 
than a slug, even though he may thmk otherwise himself” 

“Wisdom 1s found on the desolate hillside, El-ahrairah, 
where none comes to feed, and the stony bank where the 
rabbit scratches a hole in vain But speaking of gifts, I have 
brought a few trifles for you A parr of ears, a tail and some 
whiskers You may find the ears shghtly strange at first I 

put a little starhght in them, but ıt 1s really quite fant not 

enough, I am sure, to give away a clever thief lhe you Ah, 

there 1s Rabscuttle commg back Good, I have somethmg 
, for him too Shall we -”? 


‘Hazel! Hazel-rah!’ It was Pipkin’s voice from behind a 
clumb of burdock on the edge of the httle circle of hsteners 
There’s a fox coming up the combe!’ 


32, Across the Iron Road 


Esprit de rivalité et de mé¢sintelligence qui préserva plus d'une fois 
Parmée anglaise d'une défaite. 


General Jourdan Afémorres Mihtares 


Some people have the idea that rabbits spend a good deal 
of their tume running away from foxes. It 1s true that every 
rabbit fears the fox and will bolt if ıt smells one. But many 
rabbits go all their lives without secing a fox and probably 
only a few actually fall vıctım to an enemy who smells 
strongly and cannot run as fast as they can. A fox trying tO 
catch a rabbit usually creeps upwind under cover — perhaps 
through a patch of woodland to the edge. Then, if he 
succeeds in getting close to where the rabbits are at silflay 
along the bank or in the field, he lies still and watches his 
chance for a quick snatch. It is said that sometimes he 
fascinates them, as the weasel does, by rolling and playing 
in the open, coming closer little by little until he can make 
a grab However this may be, it 1s certain that no fox 
hunts rabbits by going openly up a combe at sunset. 
Neither Hazel nor any of the rabbits who had been listen- 
ing to Dandelion’s story had ever seen a fox. Nevertheless, 
they knew that a fox in the open, plain to be seen, is not 
dangerous as long as it is spotted in ume Hazel realized 
that he had been careless to allow everyone to gather roun 
Dandelion and to have failed to post even one sentry. What 
wind there was, was from the north-east and the fox, coming 
up the combe from the west, might have broken in upon 
them without warning But from this danger they had been 
saved by Fiver and Pipkin going into the open Even in his 
flash of alarm as Pipkin spoke, ıt crossed Hazel’s mind that 
Fiver, no doubt reluctant to advise him ın front of the others, 
had probably 


seized the opportunity provided by Pipkin’s 
fear to post himself as a eee ap = 
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Hazel thought quickly If the fox were not too close, all 
they had to do was run There was woodland near-by and 
they could vanish into it, keeping more or less together, and 
simply continue on ther way He pushed through the 
burdocks 

‘How close ıs 1t?’ he asked ‘And where’s Fiver?’ 

‘I’m here,’ replied Fiver, from a few yards away He was 
squatting under the long briars of a dog-rose and did not 
turn his head as Hazel came up beside him ‘And there’s the 
fox,’ he added Hazel followed his gaze 

The rough, weed-covered ground of the combe sloped 
away below them, a long dip bounded on the north by 
Caesar’s Belt The last of the setting sun shone straight up xt 
through a break in the trees The fox was below them and 
still some way off Although ıt was almost directly downwind 
and therefore must be able to smell them, ıt did not look as 
though it were particularly terested ın rabbits It was 
trotting steadily up the combe like a dog, trailing 1ts white- 
tipped brush In colour ıt was sandy brown, with dark legs 

and ears Even now, though obviously not hunting, 1t had 
a crafty, predatory look that made the watchers among the 
dog-roses shiver As ıt passed behind a patch of thistles and 
Wi a from view, Hazel and Fiver returned to the 
others 

“Come on,’ said Hazel ‘If you’ve never seen a fox don’t 
bother to go and look now Just follow me’ 
+ He was about to lead the way up the south side of the 
combe, when suddenly a rabbit shouldered him roughly 
aside, pushed past Fiver and was gone into the open Hazel 
stopped and looked round ın amazement 

“Who was that?’ he ashed 

‘Bigwig,’ answered Fiver, starmg 

Together they went quichly back to the briars and once 
more looked into the combe Bigwig, m full view, was 
loping warily downhill, straight towards the fox They 
watched him aghast He drew near, but still the fox paid no 
attention 


‘Hazel,’ said Silver from behind, ‘shall I ~ ?? 
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“No one is to move,’ said Haze? quickly. ‘Keep still, all of 
ou.’ be ii, 
í At about thirty yards’ distance the fox saw the eres 
ing rabbit. It paused for a moment and then continu a 
trot forwards. It was almost upon him before Bigwig pune 
and began to limp up the north slope of the combe abe 
the trees of the Belt The fox hesitated again an 
followed him. 

‘What’s he up to?’ muttered Blackberry. ek 

‘Trying to draw it off, I suppose,’ replied Fiver. PE 

‘But he didn’t have to! We should have got away wl 
that.’ 


‘Confounded fool!’ said Hazel. ‘I don’t know when I’ve 
been so angry,’ se 

The fox ea quickened its pace and was now en H 
tance away from them Tt appeared to be overtaking Bigy en 
The sun had set and in the failing light they could J i 
make him out as he entered the undergrowth. He TA 
peared and the fox followed For several moments al ifa 
quiet. Then, horribly clear across the darkening, emp 


; icken 
combe, there came the agonizing squeal of a strick 
rabbit. 


ʻO Frith and Inlé!? cried Blackberry, stamping. Pipkin 
turned to bolt. Hazel did not move, 


Shall we 80, Hazel?’ asked Silver. ‘We can’t help him 
now.’ 


As he spoke, Bigwig suddenly broke out of the trees, 
running very fast 


He turned and, although it was rapidly becoming too dark 
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to see any distance, made as though he were still looking 
out acıoss the combe Behind him, the rabbits fidgeted 
nervously Several had begun to feel a dream-like sense of 
umeality The long day above ground, the close, over- 
grown combe, the frightening story ın which they had been 
absorbed, the sudden appearance of the fox, the shock of 
Bigwig’s neaphcable adventure ~ all these, following one 
upon another, had flooded their spirits and left them dull 
and bemused 
“Get them out, Hazel,’ whispered Fiver, ‘before they all 
go tharn ° Hazel turned at once 
“Well, no fox,’ he said cheerfully ‘It’s gone and we’ll go 
too For goodness’ sake keep close together, because if any- 
one gets lost in the dark we may not find him again And 
remember, if we come upon any strange rabbits, you’re to 
attach them at once and ask questions afterwards ° 
They shirted the side of the wood that lay along the 
southern edge of the combe and then, ın ones and twos, 
slipped across the empty road beyond Luttle by little their 
spirits cleared They found themselves in open farmland — 
mdeed, they could both smell and hear the farm, not far 
away on the evening side — and the going was easy smooth, 
wide pasture fields, sloping gently downhill and divided not 
by hedges but by broad, low banks, each as wide as a lane 
and overgrown, with elder, dog-wood and spindle It was 
true rabbit country, reassuring after the Belt and the tangled, 
S0ose-grassed combe, and when they had covered a good 
distance over the turf — haltmg continually to listen and 
sniff and running, now one and now another, fiom each 
piece of cover to the neat — Hazel felt safe ın giving them a 
rest As soon as he had sent out Speedwell and Hawkbit as 
sentries, he led Bigwig to one side 
‘Tm angry with you,’ he said ‘You’re the one rabbit we’re 
not going to be able to do without and you have to go and 
run a silly msk lhe that It wasn’t necessary and ıt wasn’t 
even clever What were you up to?’ 
‘I’m afraid I just lost my head, Hazel,’ rephed Bigwig 
‘Tve been strung up all day, thmking about this business 
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al Efrafa — 'got me really on edge. When I feel hike oe : 
have to do something — you know, fight or run a Ar 
thought if I could make that fox look a fool I wouldn t ig 
so worried about the other thing. What’s more, it worke 
I feel a lot better now.’ ‘cht 
‘Playing El-ahrairah,’ said Hazel. ‘You duffer, you mig ; 
ave thrown your hfe away for nothing — we all thought is 
had Don’t try ıt again, there’s a good chap. You ple 
Cverything’s §0ing to depend on you. But tell me, whateve 


happened in the trees? Why did you cry lıke that, if you 
were all right?’ 


‘I didn’t,’ sa 
and bad too, T’ 
trees, you see, and then come back Wel] 


Of course, I didn’t have time to get a good look at them, but 
they seemed to be big fellows “Look out ~ run!” I said as 

ashed up to them, but al] they did was try to Stop me. 
You stay here!” or something like that, 
and then he got right in my way So I knocked him down - 
Thad to- and raced off and the next thing I heard was this 
dreadful squealing Ofc 


nd came back to you.’ 


“What became of the others? 
‘Tve no idea. They must have run, I suppose ’ 


‘I see,’ said Hazel thoughtfully., ‘Well, perhaps it’s all for 
the best, But look here, Bigwig, no more fancy tricks 
until the Proper time — there’s too much at stake You'd 


better Stay near Silver and me ~ we’]] keep you in good 
eart.’ 


At that moment Silver came up to them. 
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‘Hazel; he sard, ‘I’ve just reahzed where we are and 1t’s 
a lot too close to Efrafa I think we ought to make off as soon 
as we can’ 

‘I want to go right round Efrafa — wide,’ said Hazel ‘Do 
you think you can find the way to that ron road Holly told 
us about?’ 

‘I think so,’ replied Silver ‘But we can’t make too big a 
circle or they'll be completely exhausted I can’t say I know 
the way, but I can tell the direction all right’ 

“Well, we'll just have to take the risk,’ said Hazel ‘Ifonly 
we can get there by early morning, they can rest at the other 
end’ 

They met with no more adventures that night, moving 
quietly along the edges of the fields under the dim hght of 
a quarter-moon The half-darkness was full of sounds and 
movement Once Acorn put up a plover, which flew round 
them, calling shrilly, until at length they crossed a bank and 
left ıt behind Soon after, somewhere near them, they heard 
the unceasing bubbling of a mght-jar, a peaceful sound, 
without menace, which died gradually away as they pushed 

on And once they heard a corncrake calling as it crept 
among the long grass of a path verge (It makes a sound 
lke a human finger-nail drawn down the teeth of a comb) 
But ell they met none and although they were continually 
on the watch for signs of an Efrafan patrol, they saw nothing 
but mice, and a few hedgehogs hunting for slugs along the 
ditches 

At last, as the first lark rose towards the hght that was 
sull far up in the sky, Silver, his pale fur sodden dark with 
dew, came hmpmg back to where Hazel was encouraging 
Bluebell and Prpkin 

‘You can pluch up your spirits, Bluebell,’ he said ‘I think 
we're close to the iron road ° 

“I wouldn’t care about my spirits,’ said Bluebell, ‘af my 
legs weren’t so tired Slugs are lucky not to have legs I think 
Pil be a slug? 


“Well, I’m a hedgehog,’ said Hazel, ‘so you’d better get 
onl’ 
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‘You're not, replied Blucbell. ‘You haven’t enough 
fleas Now slugs don’t have fleas, either. How comforting 
to be a slug, among the dandclions so snug p All 
‘And feel the blackbird’s sudden tug,’ said Hazel. > 
right, Silver, were coming. But where as the iron roa i 
Holly said a steep, overgrown bank. I can’t make out any 
thing like that’ i is 
‘No, that’s away up by Efrafa Down here, it runs in 
sort of combe of 1ts own Can’t you smell it?’ h 
Hazel sniffed In the cool damp, he picked up at oncet é 
unnatural smells of metal, coal-smoke and oil. They wen 
forward and in a very short time found themselves ee 
down from among the bushes and undergrowth on the e 
of the railway cutting All was quiet, but as they paused at t : 
top of the bank, a tussling pack of six or seven gee 
flew down to the line and began to peck about between the 
sleepers Somehow, the sight was reassuring. 
‘Are we to cross, Hazel-rah?’ asked Blackberry. : 
‘Yes, said Hazel, ‘at once Put it between us and Efrafa: 
then we'll feed ’ ; if 
They went rather hesitantly down into the cutting, ha A 
expecting the fiery, thundering angel of Frith to appear ou 
of the twilight but the silence remained unbroken Soon 
they were all feeding in the meadow beyond, too tured to 
pay attention to concealment or to anything but the ease 
of resting their legs and nibbling the grass 

From above the larches Kehaar sailed down among them, 
alighted and folded his long, pale-grey wings. 

‘Meester ’Azel, vat you do? You no stay ’ere?’ 

‘Theyre tired out, Kehaar They’ve got to-have 4 
rest ’ 

‘Ees not to rest ere Ees rabbits come’? 

“Yes, but not just yet We can —’ 

‘Ya, ya, ees coming for find you! Ees close!” 

“Oh, curse these confounded patrols!’ cried Hazel ‘Come 
on, all of you, get down the field into that wood! Yes, you 


too, Speedwell, unless you want to have your ears chewed 
off in Efrafa. Come on, movel!’ 
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They tottered over the pasture to the woodland beyond 
and lay completely exhausted on flat, bare ground under 
fir trees Hazel and Fiver consulted Kehaar again 

“It’s no good expecting them to go any farther, Kehaar,’ 
said Hazcl ‘They’ve been going all might, you know 
We'll have to sleep here today Did you actually see a 
patrol?’ 

“Ya, ya, come all along by udder side iron road Yoost in 
time you go’ 

“Well, then, you saved us But look, Kehaar, could you 
go and see where they are now? If they’re gone, I’m gomg 
to tell our lot to go to sleep — not that they need telhng 
look at them!’ 

Kehaar returned with the news that the Efrafan patrol 
had turned back without crossing the iron road Then he 
offered to keep watch himself until the evening and Hazel, 
greatly relieved, at once told the rabbits to sleep One or 
two had already fallen asleep, lying on their sides on the 
open ground Hazel wondered whether he ought to wake 
them and tell them to get under thicker cover, but as he 
was thinking about it he fell asleep himself 

The day came on hot and still Among the trees the wood- 
Pigeons called drowsily and from time to time a late cuckoo 
stammered In the fields, nothmg moved except the con- 
stantly-swishing tails of the cows gathered flank to flank in 
the shade 


33. The Great River 


Never in his lfe had he seen a rivcr before — this sleck, To 
full-bodied animal... All was a-shake and a-shiver = glints an 
gleams and sparkles, rustic and swiji], chatter and bubble. 


Kenneth Grahame The Wind in the Willows 


When Hazel woke, he started up at once, for the ai 
around him was full of the sharp crics of some creature 
hunting. He looked quickly round, but could see no signs 
of alarm. It was evening. Several of the rabbits were already 


side the wood, the field was still bright with evening sun- 
shine, but among the firs the ight was dusky and here the 


ats were coming and Sang thickly. Mixed with the resinous 
Scent of the firs there 


fragrant, yet sharp ~ th 
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had thought that ıt was healed, but the forced journey over 
the downs had evidently proved too much for the muscle 
torn by the shot-gun pellets He wondered whether ıt was 
far to the river of which Kehaar had spoken If it was, he 
was in for trouble 

‘Hazel-rah,’ said Pipkin, coming up from among the 
soapwort, ‘are you all right? Your leg looks queer — you’re 
dragging ıt ° 

‘No, it’s all right, said Hazel ‘Look, Hlao-roo, where’s 
Kehaar? I want to talk to him’ 

“He’s flown out to see if there’s a patrol anywhere near, 
Hazel-rah Bigwig wohe some time ago and he and Silver 
asked Kehaar to go They didn’t want to disturb you’ 

Hazel felt wrritated It would have been better to be told 

at once which way to go, rather than to wait while Kehaar 
loohed for patrols They were gomg to cross a river and as 
far as he was concerned they could not do it too soon 
Fretting, he waited for Kehaar Soon he had become as 
tense and nervous as he had ever been ın his life He was 
beginning to beheve that after all he might have been rash 
It was clear that Holly had not under-rated their danger 
near Efrafa He had little doubt that Bigwig, by sheer 
chance, had led the fox on to a Wide Patrol which had been 
following therr trail Then, in the morning, again by luck 
and the help of Kehaar, they had evidently just missed 
another at the crossing of the ıron road Perhaps Sulver’s 
fear was well-founded and a patrol had already spotted and 
reported them without their knowing? Had General 
Woundwort got some sort of Kehaar of his own? Perhaps a 
bat was at this moment talking to him? How was one to 
foresee and guard against everything? The grass seemed 
sour, the sunshine chilly Hazel sat hunched under the firs, 
Worrying dismally He felt less annoyed, now, with Bigwig 
he could understand his feelings Waiting was bad He 
fidgeted for some lund of action Just as he had decided to 
wat no longer, but to collect everyone and go immediately, 
Kehaar came flying from the direction of the cutting He 
flapped clumsily down among the firs, silencing the bats 
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‘Meester ’Azel, ces no rabbits. I Vink maybe dey no like 
for go across iron road ’ 
‘Good Is it far to the river, Kchaar?’ 
‘Na, na. Ees close, in vood ’ 
‘Splendid. We can find this crossing in daylight?’ 
‘Ya, ya I show you pridge ° 
The rabbits had gone only a short distance through the 
wood when they sensed that they were already near the 
river. The ground became soft and damp. They could smell 
sedge and water Suddenly, the harsh, vibrating cry of a 
moorhen echoed through the trees, followed by a flapping 
of wings and a watery scuttcring The rustling of the leaves 
seemed also to echo, as though reflected distantly from hard 
ground A httle further on, they could distinctly hear the 
water itself — the low, continuous pouring of a shallow fall. 
A human being, hearmg from a distance the noise of a 
crowd, can form an idea of its size. The sound of the rivet 
told the rabbits that 1t must be bigger than any they had 
known before — wide, smooth and swift Pausing among the 
comfrey and ground elder, they stared at each other; 
seeking reassurance Then they began to lollop hesitantly 
forward into more open ground. There was still no 11ver to 
be seen, but in front they could perceive a flicker and dance 
of mirrored light in the arr Soon afterwards Hazel, lumping 
ahead with Fiver near him, found himself ona narrow, grecn 
path that divided the wilderness from the river bank 
The path was almost as smooth as a lawn and clear of 
bushes and weeds, for it was kept cut for fishermen Along 
its farther side the riparian plants grew thickly, so that it 
was separated from the river by a lund of hedge of purple 
loosestrife, great willow-herb, fleabane, figwort and hemp 
agrimony, here and there already ın bloom. Two or three 
more of the rabbits emerged from the wood Peering through 
the plant-clumps, they could catch glimpses of the smooth, 
glittering river, evidently much wider and swifter than the 
Enborne. Although there was no enemy or other danger 
a be perceived, they felt the apprehension and doubt of 
those who have come unawares upon some awe-inspiring 
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place, where they themselves are paltry fellows of no 
account When Marco Polo came at last to Cathay, seven 
hundred years ago, did he not feel ~ and did his heart not 
falter as he realized ~ that this great and splendid capital 
of an empire had had its being all the years of his hfe and 
far longer, and that he had been ignorant of it? That ıt 
was in need of nothing from him, from Venice, from Europe? 
That it was full of wonders beyond his unde:standmg? That 
his arrival was a matter of no importance whatever? We 
know that he felt these things, and so has many a traveller 
m foreign parts who did not know what he was going to 
find There 1s nothmg that cuts you down to size like 
coming to some strange and marvellous place where no 
one even stops to notice that you stare about you 
The rabbits were uneasy and confused They crouched 
on the grass, sniffing the water-smells ın the cooling, sunset 
air and moved closer together, each hoping not to see in 
the others the nervousness he felt m himself As Piphin 
reached the path a great, shimmering dragon-fly, four 
inches long, all emerald and sable, appeared at his shoulder, 
hovered, droning and motionless, and was gone like hght- 
mng into the sedge Pipkin leapt back ın alarm As he did 
so there came a shrill, vibrant cry and he caught sight, 
between the plants, of a brilliant, azure bird flashing past 
over the open water A few moments later there came, from 
close behind the plant-hedge, the sound of a fairly heavy 
Splash but what creature might have made ıt there was no 
telling 
Loolung round for Hazel, Pipkin caught sight of Kehaar, 
a little way off, standing in a patch of shallow water 
between two clumps of willow-herb He was stabbing and 
Snappmg at something ın the mud and after a few moments 
pulled out a six-inch leech and swallowed ıt whole Beyond 
him, some distance down the path, Hazel was combing the 
§00se-grass out of his coat and evidently listenmg to Fiver 
as they sat together under a rhododendron Pipkin ran 
along the bank and jomed them 
“There’s nothmg wrong with the place,’ Fiver was saying 


300 EFRAFA 


‘There's no more danger here than anywhere else. Kehaar's 
going to show us where to get across, isn’t he? The thing to 
do is to get on with ıt before it gets dark ° 

“They'll never stop here,’ replied Hazel ‘We can’t — 
and wait for Bigwig in a place like this. It’s unnatural for 
rabbits.’ 

“Yes, we can — calm down. They'll get used to it quicker 
than you think. I tell you, it’s better than one or two T 
places we’ve been in, Not all strange things are bad. Wou 
you like me to take them over? Say it’s because of your leg. 

‘Fine,’ said Hazel. ‘Hlao-roo, can you get everyone along 
here?’ 

When Pipkin had gone, he said, ‘I feel troubled, Fiver. 
Tm askıng so much of them, and there are so many risks m 
this plan.’ ; 

“They’re a better lot than you give them credit for, 
replied Fiver. ‘If you were to ~? 


Kehaar called raucously across, startling a wren out of the 
ushes, 

“Meester *Azel, vat for you vait?’ 

‘To know where to go,’ answered Fiver. 

“Pridge near. You gO On, you see’ 

Where they were, the undergrowth stood close to the 
green path, but beyond ~ downstream, as they all intuitively 
felt ~ it gave way to open parkland Out into this they went, 
Hazel following Fiver 

Hazel did not know what a bridge was It was another of 
Kehaar’s unknown words that he did not feel up to ques- 
tioning Despite his trust in Kehaar and his respect for his 
wide experience, he felt stil] more disturbed as they came 
into the open Clearly, this was some sort of man-place, 
frequented and dangerous A short way ahead was a road. 
He could see the smooth, unnatural surface stretching away 
Over the grass He stopped and looked at it At length, when 


he was sure that there were no men anywhere near, he went 
Cautiously up to the verge. 

€ road crossed the river on a bridge about thirty feet 
It di 


long d not occur to Hazel that there was anything 
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unusual in this The idea of a bridge was beyond hm He 
saw only a line of stout posts-and-rails on either side of the 
road Similarly, sumple African villagers, who have never 
left their remote homes, may not be particularly surprised 
by their first sight of an aeroplane ıt ss outside their com- 
prehension But their first sight of a horse pulling a cart will 
set them pomting and laughing at the ingenuity of the 
fellow who thought of that one Hazel saw without surprise 
the road crossing the river What worried hım was that 
where it did so, there were only very narrow verges of short 
grass, offermg no cover His rabbits would be exposed to 
view and unable to bolt, except along the road 

‘Do you think we can risk 1t, Fiver?’ he asked 

‘I can’t see why you’re bothered,’ answered Fiver ‘You 
went nto the farmyard and the shed where the hutch-rabbits 
were This 1s much less dangerous Come on - they’re all 
watching while we hesitate’ 

Fiver hopped out on the road He looked round for a 
moment and then made his way to the nearer end of the 
bridge Hazel followed him along the verge, keeping close 
beside the rail on the upstream side Looking round, he saw 
Pipkin close behind In the middle of the bridge Fiver, who 
was perfectly calm and unhurried, stopped and sat up The 
other two jomed hım 

“Let’s put on a bit of an act,’ said Fiver ‘Make them 
inquisitive They'll follow us just to see what we’re looking 
at’ 

There was no sill along the edge of the bridge they could 
have walked off ıt into the water three feet below From 
under the lowest rail they looked out, upstream, and now, 
for the first time, saw the whole river plainly If the bridge 
had not startled Hazel, the river did He remembered the 
Enborne, its surface broken by gravel spits and plant growth 
The Test, a weed-cut, carefully-tended trout stream, seemed 
to him hke a world of water A good ten yards wide it was, 
fast-flowing and smooth, spangling and dazzling m the 
evening sun The tree-reflections on the even current were 
unbroken as on a lake There was not a reed or a plant to 
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be seen above the water. Close by, under the left bank, : 
bed of crowfoot trailed downstream, the whecl-hke see 
all submerged. Darker still, almost black, were the oe 
water-moss, their thick masses motionless on the bed o rf 
river and only the trailing fionds waving slowly from oes 
to side. Waving, too, were the wider expanses of pale-gr i 
cress-weed, but these rippled with the current, bghtly a 
quickly. The water was very clear, with a bed of as 
yellow gravel, and even in the middle was hardly slate 
deep. As the rabbits stared down they could discern, o 
and there, a very fine scour, like smoke — chalk and ae 
dered gravel carried along by the river as dust is blown : 
the wind Suddenly, from under the bridge, with a oe : 
Movement of its flat tail, swam a gravel-coloured fish 

long as a rabbit. The watchers, immediately above, oe 
see the dark, vivid spots along its sides Warily ıt hung a 
the current below them, undulating from side to side. A 
reminded Hazel of the cat in the yard. As they eee p 
swam upwards with a lithe flicker and stopped just be es : 
the surface. A moment later its blunt nose thrust clear of ‘ 

stream and they saw the open mouth, pure white inside. 
Rhythmically, without haste, it sucked down a floating 
sedge-fly and sank back under water. A ripple spread out- 
wards in subsiding circles, breaking both the T 
and the transparency. Gradually the stream grew smoot 


and once more they saw the fish below them waving its tail 
as it held its place 


in the current. 
water-hawk" said Fiver, ‘So they hunt and eat seats 
there too! Don’t fall in, Hlao-roo. Remember El-ahraira 


asked Pipkin, staring. j 
“There may be creatures in there that could,’ said Haze 
“How do we know? Come on, let’s get across. What would 
came?? : 
simply, ‘like this.’ And he scurried off 
the bridge into the grass beyond. 

of the river, undergrowth and a grove of 
uts extended almost down to the bridge. 


the farther end of 
On this far side 
great horse-chestn 
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The ground was marshy but at least there was plenty of 
cover Fiver and Pipkin began at once on some scrapes, 
while Hazel sat chewing pellets and resting his injured leg 
Soon they were jomed by Silver and Dandelion, but the 
other rabbits, more hesitant even than Hazel, remained 
crouching ın the long grass on the right bank At last, just 
before darkness fell, Fiver re-crossed the bridge and coaxed 
them to follow him back Bigwig, to everyone’s surprise, 
showed considerable reluctance, and only crossed in the 
end after Kehaar, returning from another flight over Efrafa, 
ss asked whether he would lıke him to go and fetch a 
OX 
The night that followed seemed to all of them disorgan- 
wed and precarious Hazel, still conscious of bemg ın man- 
country, was half-expecting either a dog or a cat But al- 
though they heard owls more than once, no elil attached 
them and by the morning they were in better spirits 
As soon as they had fed, Hazel set them to exploring the 
surroundings It became even more plain that the ground 
near the river was too wet for rabbits Indeed, ın places it 
was almost bog Marsh sedge grew there, pinh, swect- 
Scented valerian and the drooping water-avens Silver 
reported that ıt was drier up in the woodland away from the 
bank, and at first Hazel had the 1dea of picking a fresh spot 
and digging again But presently the day grew so hot and 
humid that all activity was quenched The faint breeze 
vanished The sun drew up a torpid moisture from the 
watery thickets The smell of water-mint filled all the hydro- 
phanic air The rabbits crept into the shade, under any 
cover that offered Long before ni-Frth, all were drowsing 
in the undergrowth 
It was not until the dappled afternoon began to grow cool 
that Iazel woke suddenly, to find Kehr beside him The 
gull was strutting from side to side with short, quick steps 
and peching impatiently in the long grass Hazel sat up 
quichly 
“What is it, Kehair? Not 1 patrol?’ 
‘Na, na Ees all fine for sleep hike bloody owls Maybe I 
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go for Peeg Vater. Meester ’Azcl, you getting mudders now 
soon? Vat for vat now?’ ble 

“No, you’re right, Kchaar, we must start now. The trou 
is, I can sec how to start but not how to finish. 

Hazel made his way through the grass, roused the a 
tabbit he found — who happened to be Blucbell — and sen 
lum to fetch Bigwig, Blackberry and Fiver. When - 
came, he took them to jom Kehaar on the short grass of the 
river bank. 

‘This is the problem, Blackberry,’ he said. ‘You aor 
ber that when we were under the down that evening, I sal f 
we should have to do three things: get the does out ; 
Efrafa, break up the pursuit and then get right away so tha 
they wouldn’t find us This plan you’ve thought up 1s satan 
It'll do the first two things all right, I’m sure of that ae 
what about the last one? The Ef afan rabbits are fast ant 
Savage. ‘They'll find us if we’re to be found and I dont 
believe we can run away faster than they can follow : 
especially with a lot of does who’ve never been out 0 
Efrafa We couldn’t possibly stand and fight them to 4 
finish — we’re too few And on top of that, my leg seems to 
be bad agan So what's to be done?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ answered Blackberry ‘But obviously, we 
shall need to disappear Could we swim the river? No scent 
then, you know ’ 

‘It’s too swift,’ said Hazel ‘We'd be carried away But 
even if we did swim it, we couldn’t count on not being fol- 
lowed. From what I’ve heard of these Efrafans, they’d 
certainly swim the river if they thought we had What ıt 
comes to 1s that with Kéhaar to help us, we can break up 4 
pursuit while we’re getting the does out, but they'll know 
which way we’ve gone and they won’t leave it at that No, 
you're right, we’ve got to vanish without a trace, so that 


said Blackberry again. ‘Shall we go up 
the river a little way and have a look at it? Perhaps there’s 
something we could use for a hiding-place 
that with your leg?’ 


1HE GREAT RIVER 305 


‘If we don’t go too far,’ rephed Hazel 

‘Can I come, Hazel-rah?’ ashed Bluebell, who had been 
waiting about, a httle way off 

“Yes, all night,’ said Hazel good-naturedly, as he began 
to limp along the bank upstream 

They soon realized that the woodland on this left banh 
was lonely, thich and overgrown - denser than the nut 
copses and bluchell woods of Sandleford Several times they 
heard the drumming of a great woodpecker, the shyest of 
birds As Blackberry was suggesting that perhaps they might 
look for a hiding-place somewhere m this jungle, they 
became aware of another sound — the falling water which 
they had heard on their approach the day before Soon they 
tcached a place where the river curved round in a bend 
from the cast, and here they came upon the broad, shallow 
fall Tt was no more than a foot high — onc of those artificial 
falls, common on the chalh streams, made to attract trout 
Several were already rising to the evening hatch of fly Just 
above the fall a plank footbridge crossed the ryer Kehaar 
flev up, circled the pool and perched on the hand-rail 

This is more sheltered and loncly than the bridge we 

Crossed last mght,’ said Blicl berry ‘Perhaps we could mike 


some use ofat You didn’t know about this bridge, Kchaar, 
did you?’ 
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that although it was certainly wooden, it was not round, 
but flat, or nearly flat, with raised edges - some man-thing. 
He remembered how once, Jong ago, sniffing over a farm 
rubbish-heap with Fiver, he had come upon a similar object 
~ large, smooth and flat. (That had, in fact, been an old, 
discarded door.) It had been of no use to them and they 
had left ıt alone. His inclination was to leave this alone 
too. 

One end of the thing was pressed into the bank, but 
along its length ıt diverged, sticking out slightly into the 
stieam There were ripples round it, for under the banks the 
current was as swift as in mid-stream, on account of weed- 
cutting and sound camp-shecting. As Hazel came nearer, 
he saw that Blackberry had actually scrambled on the thing. 
His claws made a faint hollow sound on the wood, so there 
must be water underneath. Whatever it might be, the 
thing did not extend downwards to the bottom: it was 
lying on the water. 

‘What are you after, Blackberry ®’ he said rather sharply. 

‘Food,’ rephed Blackberry. ‘Flayrah Can’t you smell 
it?? 

Kehaar had alighted on the middle of the thing, and was 
snapping away at something white. Blackberry scuttered 
along the wood towards him and began to mbble at some 
kind of green-stuff After a httle while Hazel also ventured 
out on the wood and sat ın the sunshine, watching the flies 
on the warm, varnished surface and sniffing the strange 
river smells that came up from the water 

“What is this man-thing, Kehaar?’ he asked, ‘Is it 
dangerous?’ 

‘Na, no dangerous You not know? Ees poat At Peeg 
Vater is many, many poat. Men make dem, go on vater. 
Ees no harm,’ 

Kehaar went on pecking at the broken pieces of stale 
bread Blackberry, who had finished the fragments of 
lettuce he had found, was sitting up and looking over the 
very low side, watching a stone-coloured, black-spotted 
trout swim up into the fall The ‘boat’ was a miniature punt, 
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used for reed-cutting — little more than a raft, with a single 
thwart amidships Even when it was unmanned, as now, 
there were only a few inches of freeboard 

“You hnow,’ said Fiver from the banh, ‘seeing you sitting 
there reminds me of that other wooden thing you found, 
when the dog was in the wood and you got Pipkin and me 
over the river Do you remember?’ 

‘I remember shoving you along,’ said Bigwig ‘It was 
jolly cold ? 

“What puzzles me,’ said Blachberry, ‘1s why this boat- 
thing doesn’t go along Everything ın this river goes along, 
and fast too — see there ° He looked out at a piece of stick 
floating down on the even, two-muilc-an-hour current ‘So 
what’s stopping this thing from going?’ 

Kehaar had a ‘short way with landlubbers’ manner 
which he sometimes used to those of the rabbits that he did 
not particularly like Blackberry was not one of his favour- 
ites he preferred straightforward characters such as Bigwig, 
Buckthorn and Silver 

‘Ees rope You like bite heem, den you go damn’ queek, 
all de vay? 

“Yes, I see,’ said Fiver ‘The rope goes round that metal 
thing where Hazel’s sittmg and the other end’s fixed on the 
bank here It’s hhe the stalk of a big leaf You could gnaw it 
through and the leaf — the boat — would drop off the bank’ 

“Well, anyway, let’s go back now,’ said Hazel, rather 
dejectedly ‘I’m afraid we don’t seem to be any nearer to 
finding what we’re looking for, Kehaar Can you possibly 
wait until tomorrow? I had the idea that we might all move 
to somewhere a bit drier before tonight — higher up in the 
wood, away from the river’ 

‘Oh, what a pity!’ said Bluebell ‘Do you know, I’d 
quite decided to become a water-rabbit ° 

‘A what?’ asked Bigwig 

‘A water-rabbit,’? repeated Bluebell ‘Well, there are 
Water-rats and water-beetles and Pipkin says that last night 


he saw a water-hawk So why not a water-rabbit? I shall 
float merrily along -° 
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‘Great golden Frith on a hill!’ cried Blackberry suddenly. 
‘Great jumping Rabscuttle! That’s it! That’s it! Bluebell, 
you shall be a water-rabbit!’ He began leaping and skipp!n8 
aboug on the bank and cuffing Fiver with his front paws. 
‘Don’t you see, Fiver? Don’t you see? We bite the rope an 
off we go: and General Woundwort doesn’t know!’ f 

Fiver paused. ‘Yes, I do see,’ he repled at length. You 
mean on the boat. I must say, Blackberry, you’re a clever 
fellow. I remember now that after wed crossed that other 
river, you said that that floating trick might come in handy 
again some time.’ ; 

‘Here, wait a moment,’ said Hazel. ‘Were just simple 
rabbits, Bigwig and I Do you mind explaining?’ 

Then and there, while the black gnats settled on their 
ears, by the plank bridge and the pouring waterfall, Black- 
berry and Fiver explained. 

‘Could you just go and try the rope, Hazel-rah?’ added 
Blackberry, when he had finished ‘It may be too thick. 

They went back to the punt 

‘No, it’s not,’ said Hazel, ‘and it’s stretched tight, of 
course, which makes it much easier to gnaw. I can gnaw 
that all right.’ 

‘Ya, ees goot, said Kehaar. ‘You go fine. But you do 
heem queek, ya? Maybe someting change. Man come; 

take poat — you know?’ 

‘There’s nothing more to wait for,’ said Hazel. ‘Go OP, 
Bigwig, straight away: and may El-ahrairah go with you. 
And remember, you’re the leader now. Send word by 
Kehaar what you want us to do; we shall all be here, ready 
to back you up.’ 

Afterwards, they all remembered how Bigwig had taken 
his orders. No one could say that he did not practise what 


he preached He hesitated a few moments and then looked 
squarely at Hazel 


‘It’s sudden,’ he said ‘I wasn’t expecting it tonight. 


But that’s all to the good — I hated waiting. *Sce you 
later.’ 


He touched his nose to Hazel’s, turned and hopped away 
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mto the undergrowth A few minutes later, guided by 
Kehaar, he was running up the open pasture north of the 
river, straight for the brich arch in the overgrown railway 
embankment and the fields that lay beyond 


34. General Woundwort 


Like an obelish towards which the principal streets of a town con- 
verge, the strong will of a proud spirit stands prominent and 
commanding ın the middle of the art of war 


Clausewitz On War 


Dusk was falling on Efrafa In the failing light, General 

oundwort was watching the Near Hind Mark at silflay 
along the edge of the great pasture field that lay between 
the warren and the iron road Most of the rabbits were 
feeding near the Mark holes, which were close beside the 
field, concealed among the trees and undergrowth border- 
ing a lonely bridle-path A few, however, had ventured out 
Into the field, to browse and play in the last of the sun 
Further out still were the sentries of the Owsla, on the alert 
for the approach of men or elil and also for any rabbit who 
might stray too far to be able to get underground quickly 
if there should be an alarm 

Captain Chervil, one of the two officers of the Mark, had 
Just returned from a round of his sentries and was talking to 
some of the does near the centre of the Mark ground, when 
he saw the General approaching He looked quickly about 
to see whether anything was at fault Since all seemed to 
be well, he began nibbling at a patch of sweet vernal with 
the best air of mdifference that he could manage - 

General Woundwort was a singular rabbit Some three 
years before, he had been born — the strongest of a htter of 
five - in a burrow outside a cottage garden near Cole 
Henley His father, a happy-go-lucky and reckless buck, had 
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thought nothing of living close to human beings, except that 
he would be able to forage ın their garden in the early 
morning He had paid dearly for his rashness. After two oF 
three weeks of spoiled lettuces and nibbled cabbage-plants, 
the cottager had lam ın wait and shot him as he came 
through the potato-patch at dawn. The same morning, the 
man set so work to dig out the doe and her growing litter. 
Woundwort’s mother escaped, racing across the kale-field 
towards the downs, her kittens doing their best to follow her. 
None but Woundwort succeeded. His mother, bleeding 
from a shot-gun pellet, made her way along the hedges 1n 
broad daylight, with Woundwort lmpmg beside her. 

It was not long before a weasel picked up the scent of the 
blood and followed it. The httle rabbit cowered in the grass 
while his mother was killed before his eyes. He made no 
attempt to run, but the weasel, 1ts hunger satisfied, left him 
alone and made off through the bushes Several hours later 
a kind old schoolmaster from Overton, walking through the 
fields, came upon Woundwort nuzzling the cold, still body 
and crying He carried him home to his own kitchen and 
saved his hfe, feeding him with milk from a nasal dropper 
until he was old enough to eat bran and greenstuff. But 
Woundwort grew up very wild and, lke Cowper’s hare, 
would bite when he could In a month he was big and strong 
and had become savage He nearly killed the schoolmaster’s 
cat, which had found him at liberty ın the kitchen and tried 
to torment him One night, a week later, he tore -the wire 
from the front of his hutch and escaped to the open 
country. 

Most rabbits in his situation, lacking almost all experience 
of wild life, would have fallen victim at once to the elil. but 
not Woundwort After a few days’ wandering, he came upon 
a small warren and, snarling and clawing, forced them to 
accept him. Soon he had become Chicf Rabbit, having 
killed both the previous Chief and a rival named Fiorin 
In combat he was terrifying, fighting entirely to kill, 
indifferent to any wounds he reccived himself and closing 

with his adversaries until his weight overbore and exhausted 
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them Those who had no heart to oppose him were not 
long in feeling that here was a leader indeed 
Woundwort was ready to fight anything eacept a for 
One evening he attacked and drove off a foraging Aberdeen 
Puppy He was impervious to the fascination of the musteli- 
dae and hoped some day to kill a weasel, fnot a stoat When 
he had explored the limits of his own strength, he set to 
work to satisfy his longing for still more power ın the only 
possible way ~ by increasing the power of the rabbits about 
him He needed a bigger kingdom Men were the great 
danger, but this could be circumvented by cunning and 
discipline He left the small warren, taking his followers 
with him, and set out to look for a place suited to his pur- 
Pose, where the very existence of rabbits could be concealed 
and extermination made very difficult 
Efrafa grew up round the crossing-point of two green 
bnidle-paths, one of which (the east-to-west) was tunnel-like, 
bordered on both sides by a thich growth of trees and bushes 
he immigrants, under Woundwort’s direction, dug their 
holes between the roots of the trees, in the undergrowth and 
along the ditches From the first the warren prospered 
Woundwort watched over them with a tireless zeal that won 
ther loyalty even while they feared him When the does 
Stopped digging, Woundwort himself went on with their 
work while they slept If a man was coming, Woundwort 
Spotted him half a mile away He fought rats, magpies, 
grey squirrels and once, a crow When hitters were kindled, 
e kept an eye on their growth, picked out the strongest 
youngsters for the Owsla and trained them himself He 
would allow no rabbit to leave the warren Quite early on, 
three who tried to do so were hunted down and forced to 
return 
As the warren grew, so Woundwort developed his system 
to keep it under control Crowds of rabbits feeding at 
morning and evening were likely to attract attention He 
devised the Marks, cach controlled by its own officers and 
sentnes, with feeding-tmes changed regularly to give all 
a share of early morning and sunset — the favourite hours for 
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silflay. All signs of rabbit hfe were conccaled as closely as 
possible. The Owsla had privileges in regard to feeding, 
mating and freedom of movement Any failure of eae 
their part was hable to be punished by demotion and a 
of privileges. For ordinary rabbits, the punishments wet 
more severe. be 
When it was no longer possible for Woundwort to 

everywhere, the Council was set up Some of the ee 
came from the Owsla, but others were selected solely Jor 
therr loyalty or their cunning as advisers. Old Snowdrop 
was growing deaf, but no one knew more than he eee 
Organizing a warren for safety. On his advice, the runs an 
burrows of the various Marks were not connected meee 
ground, so that disease or poison, if they came, would ee 
less readily. Conspiracy would also spread less readily. p 
visıt the burrows of another Mark was not allowed wıthou 
an officer’s permission, It was on Snowdrop’s advice, t00, 
that Woundwort at length ordered that the warren was not 
to extend further, on account of the risk of detection and the 
weakening of central control. He was persuaded only wath 
difficulty, for the new policy frustrated his restless desire © 
power after power. This now needed another outlet and 
soon after the warren had been stopped from growing; he 
introduced the Wide Patrols. 


The Wide Patrols began as mere forays or raids, led z 
Woundwort, into the surrounding country. He woul 
simply pıck four or five of the Owsla and take them out to 
look for trouble. On the first occasion they were lucky 
enough to find and kill a sick owl that had eaten a mouse 
that had eaten poison-dressed seed-corn. On the next, they 
came upon two hlessil whom they compelled to return with 
them to join the warren. Woundwort was no mere bully. 
He knew how to encourage other rabbits and to fill them 
with a spirit ofemulation It was not long before his officers 
were asking to be allowed to lead patrols Woundwort would 
give them tasks — to search for hlessil in a certain direction 
or to find out whether a particular ditch or barn contained 
rats which could later be attacked in force and driven out. 
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‘Yes, I know them,’ said Woundwort, ‘but they wouldn’t 
make officers We need to replace Charlock and Mallow. 
that’s what I’m getting at.’ 

‘That’s difficult, sir, said Chervil. ‘That sort of rabbit 
doesn’t hop out of the grass’ 

‘Well, they’ve got to hop from somewhere,’ said Wound- 
wort “You'd better think about it and tell me any ideas that 
occur to you. Anyway, I want to go round your sentries now. 
Come with me, will you?’ 

They were about to set off when a third rabbit approached 
~ none other than Captain Campion himself. It was Cam- 
pion’s principal duty to search the outskirts of Efrafa at 
morning and evening and to report anything new — the 
tyre-marks of a tractor in mud, the droppings of a sparrow- 
hawk or the spreading of fertilizer on a field An expert 
tracker, he missed little or nothing and was one of the very 
few rabbits for whom Woundwort felt a genuine respect 

‘Do you want me?’ said Woundwort, pausing. 

“Well, I think so, sır,’ rephed Campion ‘We’ve picked 
up a hlessı and brought him ın ° 

“Where was he?? 

‘Down by the arch, sir Just this side of it ° 

“What was he doing?’ 

“Well, sir, 
jom Efrafa 
him ’ g 

‘Wants to jom Efrafa?’ asked Woundwort, puzzled. 

‘Thats what he says, sir.” 

“Why can’t the Council see him tomorrow?’ 

‘Just as you hke, sir, of course But he strikes me as 
being a bit out of the ordinary, Pd say, a distinctly useful 
rabbit ’ 

‘Hm, said Woundwort, considering ‘Well, all mght I 
haven’t got long, though Where 1s he now?’ 

“At the Crixa, sir.’ (Campion meant the crossing-point of 
the two bridle-paths, which was about fifty yards away, 
among the trees ) ‘Two of my patrol are with him ° 

Woundwort made his way back to the Crixa. Chervil, 


he says he’s come a long way on purpose to 
That’s why I thought you might like to see 
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being on duty with his Mark, remained where he was 
Campion accompanied the General 

At this hour the Cra was all green shade, with red 
gleams of sun that winl ed through the moving lcaves The 
damp grass along the edges of the paths was dotted with 
spikes of mauve bugle, and the samcles and yellow arch- 
angels flowered thickly Under an elder bush, on the far 
side of the trach, two Owslafa, or Council police, were 
waiting, and with them was the stranger 

Woundwort saw at once what Campion had meant The 
stranger was a big rabbit, heavy but alert, with a rugged, 
seasoned appearance and the look of a fighter He had a 
curious, thick growth of fur — a hind of top-knot — on the 
crown ofhis head He stared at Woundwort with a detached, 
appraising air which the General had not encountered for 
a very long time 

‘Who are you?’ said Woundwort 

‘My name 1s Thlayli,’ replied the stranger 

‘Thlayh, ser, prompted Campion The stranger said 
nothing 

‘The patrol brought you in, I’m told What were you 
doing?’ 

‘I’ve come to join Efrafa ’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘I’m surprised you ask It’s your warren, isn’t it? Is there 
anything odd about someone wanting to join?’ 

Woundwort was nonplussed He was no fool and it was, 
he could not help feeling, extremely odd that any nght- 
minded rabbit should choose to walk into Efrafa of his 
own accord But he could hardly say so 

“What can you do?’ 

‘I can run and fight and spoil a story telling it I’ve been 
an officer in an Owsla’ 

‘Fight, can you? Could you fight him?’ said Woundwort, 
looking at Campion 

‘Certainly, if you wish’ The stranger reared up and 


aimed a heavy cuff at Campion, who leapt back just in 
ame 
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‘Don’t be a fool,’ said Woundwort. ‘Sit down. Where 
were you in an Owsla?’ 

‘Far off The warren was destroyed by men, but I escaped. 
Pve been wandering some time It won’t surprise you that 
I heard of Efrafa I’ve come a long way to join it. J thought 
you might have some use for me.’ 

‘Are you alone?’ 

‘I am now’ 

Woundwort considered again It was likely enough that 
this rabbit had been an officer in an Owsla. Any Owsla 
would want hım If he was speakıng the truth, he had had 
wits enough to escape the destruction of his warren and 
survive a long journey through open country. It must have 
been a very long journey, for there was no warren within 
the normal range of the Efrafan patrols 

‘Well, he said at length, ‘I dare say we might be able 
to find some use for you, as you put it. Campion here will 
look after you tonight and tomorrow morning you'll come 
before the Council Meanwhile, don’t start fighting, do you 
sce? We can give you plenty to do without that.’ 

‘Very well? 

The following morning, after the Council had discussed 
the predicament of the warren due to the recent losses, 

General Woundwort proposed that for a start, they might 
do worse than try the big newcomer as an officer ın the Near 
Hind Mark, under the instruction of Captain Chervil The 
Council, having seen him, agreed By ni-Frith Thlayl, still 


bleeding from the Mark gash inflicted ın his left haunch, 
had taken up his duties, 
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This world, where much 1s to be done, and little Lnown 
Dr Johnson 


*— And then before the Mark silflay,’ said Chervil, ‘I always 
have a look at the weather The previous Mark send a 
runner, of course, to say when they’re going down, and he 
reports on the weather, but I always go and have a look for 
myself as well In moonlight we put the sentries fairly close 
in and keep on the move ourselves to make sure no one goes 
too far But in rain or darkness we send the Marh up in 
small groups, one after the other, and each group has a 
sentry incharge In absolutely desperate weather we ask the 
General’s permission to postpone the silflay ° 
‘But do they often try to run away?’ asked Bigwig 

During the afternoon he had been up and down the runs 
and crowded burrows with Chervil and Avens, the other 
Mark officer, and had thought to himself that never in his 
life had he seen such a cheerless, dispirited lot of rabbits 

‘They don’t strike me as a very difficult bunch ° 

‘Most of them are no trouble, it’s true,’ said Avens, ‘but 

you never know when trouble’s coming For instance, you’d 

have said there wasn’t a more docile lot in Efrafa than the 

Right Flank And then one day they get four hlessil wished 

on them by the Council and the next evening Bugloss isn’t 

very quick in the uptake for some reason, and suddenly 

these hlessil play a trich on him and bunk And that’s the 

end of him - to say nothing of poor old Charlock killed on 

the 1ron road When something lihe that happens, ıt hap- 

pens hke lightning and it isn’t always planned sometimes 

it’s more hhe a frenzy A rabbit tears away on impulse and 

if\ou don’t knock him over quich, the next thing you know 

three more will be off after him The only safe way 1s to 

watch all the tıme when they're above ground and do your 
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own relaxing when you can. After all, that’s what we’re 
here for ~ that and the patrols.’ 

‘Now, about burying hraka,’ said Chervil, ‘you can’t be 
too strict. If the General finds any hraka in the fields he’ll 
stuff your tail down your throat. They always try to dodge 
burying, though. They want to be natural, the anti-social 
httle beasts. They just don’t realize that everyone’s good 
depends on everyone’s cooperation. What I do is to set 
three or four of them to dig a new trough in the ditch every 
day, as a punishment. You can nearly always find someone 
to punish if you try hard enough. Today’s squad fills up 
yesterday’s trough and digs another. There are special runs 
leading into the bottom of the ditch and the Mark have got 
to use those and no others when they go out to pass hraka. 
its keep a hraka-sentry in the ditch to make sure they come 

ack ° 
“How do you check them in after silflay ?’ asked Bigwig. 
“Well, we know them all by sight,’ replied Chervil, ‘and 
we watch them go down. There are only two entrance holes 
for the Mark and one of us sits at each hole Every rabbit 
knows which hole he has to use and I should certainly miss 
any of mine who didn’t go down. The sentries come in last 
of all ~ I only call them in when I’m quite sure that all the 
Mark are down And once they’re down, of course, they 
can’t very well get out, with a sentry at each hole. Digging I 
Should hear. You’re not allowed to dig in Efrafa without 
permission from the Council. The only really dangerous 
time is when there’s an alarm — say, a man or a fox. Then 
we all bolt for the nearest hole, of course. So far, it doesn’t 
seem to have occurred to anyone that he could bolt the 
other way and have quite a long start before he was missed. 
Sull, no rabbit will bolt towards ell, and that’s the real 
safeguard ” ` 

“Ww ell, I admire your thoroughness,’ said Bigwig, thinking 
to himself that his secret task seemed to be even more hope- 
less than he had expected ‘PI get the hang of it all as soon 
as I can. When do we have the chance of a patrol?’ 

“I expect the General will take you on patrol himself to 
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begin with,’ said Avens ‘He did me You may not be so 
keen when you’ve had a day or two with him - you'll be 
worn out Still, I must admit, Thlayl, you’re a fine size, and 
if you’ve been hving rough for some time you’ll probably 
manage ıt all nght’ 

At this moment a rabbit with a white scar across his 
throat came down the run 

‘The Neck Mark’s just going down, Captain Chervil, sir,’ 
he said ‘It’s a beautiful evening I should make the most of 

it’ 

‘I was wondering when you were going to show up,’ 
rephed Chervil ‘Tell Captain Sainfoin I’m bringing my 
Mark up at once’ 

Turning to one of his own sentries who was close by, 
Chervil told him to go round the burrows and send everyone 
up for silflay 

‘ ‘Now, he said, ‘Avens, you go to the further hole as 
usual, and Thlayli can jom me on the nearer one We’ll send 
four sentries out to the line to start with, and when the Marl. 
have all gone out, we'll add four more and keep two in 
reserve IIl see you ın the usual place, by the big flint ın the 
bank ” 

Bigwig followed Chervil along the run, down which came 
the scents of warm grass, clover and hop trefoil He had 
found most of the runs closer and stuffier than he was used 
to, no doubt because there were so few holes into the open 
air The prospect of an evening silflay, even in Efrafa, was 
pleasant He thought of the beech leaves rustling above the 
far-off Honeycomb, and sighed ‘I wonder how old Holly’s 
getting on,’ he thought, ‘and whether PI ever see him 
again or Hazel either, for the matter of that Well, PI give 
these bighters something to think about before I’ve fimshed 
I do feel lonely, though How hard it 1s to carry a secret by 
yourself!” 

They reached the mouth of the hole and Chervil went 
outside to look round When he returned he took up station 
at the top of the run As Bigwig found a place alongside, he 
noticed for the first tame, in the opposite wall of the run, a 
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kind of recess like an open cave. In this, three rabbits eee 
squatting. ‘Those on either side had the tough, stolid look o 
members of the Owslafa. But it was at the one in the middle 
that he stared This rabbit had very dark fur — almost black. 
But this was not the most remarkable thing about hım. He 
was dreadfully mutilated. His cars were nothing but shape- 
less shreds, ragged at the edges, seamed with ill-knit scars 
and beaded here and there with lumps of proud, bare flesh. 
One eyelid was misshapen and closed askew. Despite the 
cool, exciting air of the July evening, he seemed E 
and torpid. He kept his gaze fixed on the ground a 
blinked continually. After a time, he lowered his head an 
rubbed his nose on his fore-paws 1n a listless manner Then 
he scratched his neck and settled down in his former, 
drooping position 

igwig, his warm, impulsive nature stirred by curiosity 
and pity, went across the run. 

“Who are you?’ he asked ; 

‘My name 1s Blackavar, sir, replied the rabbit. He did 
not look up and spoke without expression, as though he had 
answered this question many times before. 

‘Are you going to silflay?? said Bigwig No doubt, he 
thought, this was some hero of the warren, wounded in a 
great fight and now infirm, whose past services merited an 
honourable escort when he went out. 

‘No, sir,’ answered the rabbit, 


‘Why ever not?’ said Bigwig ‘It’s a lovely evening’ 
‘I don’t silflay at this time, sir.’ 


‘Then why are you here?’ asked Bıgwıg, with his usual 
directness, 


“The Mark that has 
rabbit. ‘The Mark that 
and fell silent 

One of the Owslafa spoke 

‘I come here for the Mark t 


the evening silflay, sir, began the 
has — they come — I — He hesitated 


‘Get on with it,’ he said. 

o see me,’ said the rabbit in his 
low, drained voice < Every Mark should see how I have been 
punished as I deserve for my treachery in trying to leave the 


warren The Council were merciful ~ the Council were 
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merciful - the Council — I can’t remember it, sir, I really 
can’t,’ he burst out, turning to the sentry who had spoken 
‘I can’t seem to remember anything ” 

The sentry said nothing Bigwig, after staring ın shocked 
silence for a few moments, rejoined Chervil 

*‘He’s-supposed to tell everybody who asks,’ said Chervil, 
“but he’s getting sort of stupid after half a month of ıt He 
tried to run away Campion caught him and brought him 
back and the Council ripped up his ears and said he had to 
be shown at every morning and evening silflay, as an 
example to the others But if you ask me, he won’t last much 
longer He’ll meet a blacker rabbit than himself one of these 
meghts’ 

Bigwig shuddered, partly at Chervil’s tone of callous 
indifference and partly at his own memories The Mark 
were filing up now and he watched as they went past, each 
darkening the entrance for a moment before hopping out 
under the hawthorn It was clear that Chevril prided him- 
self on knowing his rabbits by name He spoke to most of 
them and was at pains to show that he had some knowledge 
of their personal hves It seemed to Bigwig that the answers 
he got were not particularly warm or friendly, but he did 
not know whether to put that down to dishke of Chervil 
or merely to the lack of spirit that seemed to be common to 
the rank-and-file in Efrafa He was closely on the watch ~ as 
Blachberry had advised him to be — for any signs of dis- 
affection or rebellion, but he could see little grounds for 
hope in the expressionless faces that went by At the end 
came a little group of three or four does, talking among 
themselves 

“Well, are you getting on all right with your new friends, 
Nelthilta?? said Chervil to the first, as she passed him 

The doe, a pretty, long-nosed rabbit not more than three 
months old, stopped and looked at him 

‘You'll get on yourself one day, Captain, I dare say,’ she 
rephed ‘Like Captain Mallow — he got on, you hnow, Why 
don’t you send some does on Wide Patrol ?? 

She paused for Chervil to reply, but he made no anser 
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and did not speak to the docs who followed Nelthilta out 
into the field. 

“What did she mean by that?’ asked Bigwig. ae 

“Well, there’s been trouble, you know,’ said Chervil. ‘A 
bunch of does in the Near F ore started a row at a Council 
meeting. The General said they must be broken up and we 
had a couple sent to us. Pye been keeping an eye on them. 
They’re no trouble themselves but Nelthilta’s taken up 
with them and it seems to have made her cheeky and resent- 
ful- ’sort of thing you saw just now. I don’t really mind that 
~ it shows they feel the Owsla’s on top. If the young does 
became quiet and polite I should be much more worried: I 
should wonder what they were up to. All the same, 
Thlayli, Pd lke you to do what you can to get to know 
those particular does, and bring them a bit more into 
lne? 


‘Right,’ said Bigwig. ‘By the way, what are the rules 
about mating ?? 

‘Mating?’ said Chervil “Well, 1f you want a doe you have 
one ~ any doe in the Mark, that is. We’re not officers for 
nothing, are we? The does are under orders and none of the 
bucks can stop you That just leaves you and me and Avens; 
and we shall hardly quarrel. There are plenty of does, after 
all °? $ 

‘I see,’ said Bigwig ‘Well, T’ll silflay now Unless you’ve 
ot any other ideas, I’ g9 and talk to some of the Mark and 
then go round the sentries and get the he of the land What 
about Blackavar?? 

“Leave him,’ said Chervil ‘He’s none of our business. The 
Owslafa will keep him here until the Mark come back and 
after that they'll take him away’ 

Bigwig made his way into the field, conscious of the wary 
glances of the rabbits he Passed He felt perplexed and 
apprehensive How was he to begin his dangerous task? 
Begin he must, in one way or another, for Kehaar had made 
it clear that he was not ready to wait There was nothing for 
it but to take a chance and trust somebody. But whom? A 
warren like this must be full of spies Probably only General 
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Woundwort knew who the spies were Was there a spy 
watching him now? 

‘I shall just have to trust my feelings,’ he thought ‘I'll go 
round the place a bit and see if I can make any friends But I 
know one thing — 1f I do succeed ın getting any does out of 
here, I’ll take that poor wretched Blackavar with me as well 
Frith on a bridge! It makes me angry just to think of him 
bemg forced to sit there hke that General Woundwort 
indeed! A gun’s too good for him’ 

Nibbling and pondering, he moved slowly over the open 
meadow ın the evening sun After a while he found that he 
was approaching a small hollow, much lke the one on 
Watership Down where he and Silver had found Kehaar 
In this hollow there were four does, with their backs to him 
He recognized them as the little group who had gone out 
last They had evidently fimshed the hungry, intent stage 
of feeding and were browsing and talking at leisure, and he 
could see that one of them had the attention of the other 
three Even more than most rabbits, Bigwig loved a story 
and now he felt attracted by the prospect of hearing 
something new ın this strange warren He moved quietly 
up to the edge of the hollow just as the doe began to 
speak 

At once he realized that this was no story Yet he had 
heard the hhe before, somewhere The rapt air, the rhyth- 
mic utterance, the intent listeners — what was it they 
recalled? Then he remembered the smell of carrots, and 

Silverweed dominating the crowd in the great burrow 


But these verses went to his heart as Silverweed’s had 
not 


Long ago 

The ycllow-hammer sang, high on the thorn 

He sang near a htter that the doc brought out to plav, 
He sing in the wind and the kittens played belos 
Their time shpped by all under the elder bloom 

But the bird flew away and now my herts dark 

And time will never play in the fields agun 
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Long ago 
The orange beetles clung to the ryc-grass stems 
The windy grass was waving. A buck and doe 
Ran through the meadow. They scratched a hole in the 
bank, 
They did what they pleased all under the hazel leaves 
But the beetles died in the frost and my heart is dark; 
And I shall never choose a mate again, 


The frost 1s falling, the frost falls into my body. 
My nostrils, my ears are torpid under the frost. 
The swift will come in the spring, crying ‘News! News! 
“Does, dig new holes and flow with milk for your litters’ 
I shall not hear. The embryos return 
Into my dulled body Across my sleep 
here runs a wire fence to imprison the wind. 
I shall never feel the wind blowing again. 


The doe was silent and her three companions said 
nothing. but their stillness showed plainly enough that she 
had spoken for all of them. A flock of starlings passed over- 
head, chattering and whistling, and a hquid dropping fell 
into the grass among the little group, but none moved or 
startled. Each seemed taken up with the same melancholy 
thoughts ~ thoughts which, however sad, were at least far 
from Efrafa 

Bigwig’s spirit was as tough as his body and quite without 
sentimentality, but like most creatures who have 


ng what they were good 
were not far from the end 


y and from Chervil, he could understand 
why. He knew that the effects of overcrowding and tension 
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in a warren show themselves first in the does They become 
infertile and aggressive But ıf aggression cannot mend their 
troubles, then often they begin to drift towards the only 
other way out He wondered what point of this dismal path 
these particular does had reached 
He hopped down into the hollow The does, disturbed 
from their thoughts, looked at him resentfully and drew 
bach 
‘I hnow you're Nelthilta,’ said Bigwig to the pretty young 
doe who had retorted to Chervil in the run ‘But what’s 
your name?’ he went on, turning to the doe beside her 
After a pause, she answered reluctantly, ‘Thethuthmn- 
nang, sir ’* 
‘And yours?’ said Bigwig, to the doe who had spoken the 
verses 
She turned to him a look of such wretchedness, so full of 
accusation and suffering, that ıt was all he could do not to 
beg her then and there to believe that he was her secret 
friend and that he hated Efrafa and the authority which he 
represented Nelthilta’s rejoinder to Chervil in the run had 
been full of hatred, but this doe’s gaze spoke of wrongs 
beyond her power to express As Bigwig stared back at her, 
he suddenly recalled Holly’s description of the great yellow 
hrududu that had torn open the earth above the destroyed 
warren ‘That might have met a look lhe this,’ he thought 
Then the doe answered, ‘My name 1s Hyzenthlay, sir’ 
‘Hyzenthlay®’ said Bigwig, startled out of his self- 
possession ‘Then ıt was you who —’ He stopped It might 
be dangerous to ask whether she remembered speaking to 
Holly But whether she did or not, here, evidently, was the 
rabbit who had told Holly and his companions about the 
troubles of Efrafa and the discontent of the does If he 
remembered Holly’s story rightly, she had already made 
some sort of attempt to leave the warren ‘But,’ he thought, 
as he met once more her desolate eyes, “what 1s she good for 
now?’ 


*Thethuthinnang Movement-of-leaves The first and last syllables 
are stressed, as ın the phrase ‘Once ın a way’ 
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‘May we have permission to go, sir?’ asked Nelthilta. 
“The company of officers absolutely overpowers eae doe 
see we find a httle of it goes an awfully long way.’ 2 

‘Oh ~ yes ~ certainly — by all means,’ replied Bigwig in 
confusion, He remained where he was as the docs hopped 
away, Nelthilta raising her voice to remark, ‘What a Jee 
oaf!’ and half looking round in the evident hope that he 
would take her up. E 

‘Oh well, there’s one of them with some spirit left, 
anyway,’ he thought, as he made his way out to the sentries 

He spent some time talking to the sentries and learning 
how they were organized. It was a depressingly efficient 
system Each sentry could reach his neighbour in a matter 
of moments; and the appropriate stamping signal — for they 
had more than one ~ would bring out the officers and the 
reserves If necessary, the Owslafa could be alerted in 
almost no time at all and so could Captain Campion, or 
whatever officer might be patrolling the outskirts of the 
warren Since only one Mark fed at a time, there could 
hardly be any confusion about where to go if an alarm were 
given One of the sentries, Marjoram, told him about the 
attempted escape by Blackavar. , 

“He pretended to feed his way out as far as he could,’ said 
Marjoram, ‘and then he made a dash. He actually managed 
to knock down two sentries who tried to stop him; and I 


doubt whether anyone on his own has ever done as much as 


that He ran like mad, but Campion had got the alarm, you 
see, and he simply moved r 


ound and intercepted him 
further down the fields. Of course, if he hadn’t smashed up 
the sentri 


es the Council might have let him off more 
lightly.’ 


asked Bigwig 
in the Owsla,’? answered 
be an officer itll be better 
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‘Yes, I do,’ said Bigwig with feeling It struck him that 
Marjoram evidently did not know that he himself was a 
newcomer to Efrafa At any rate, he showed neither jealousy 
nor resentment Bigwig was beginning to realize that in this 
place, nobody was told more than was good for him, or got 
to know much, eacept what was before his nose Marjoram 
probably supposed that he, Bigwig, had been promoted out 
of another Mark 

As darkness fell, just before the end of the silflay, Captain 
Campion came up the field with a patrol of three and 
Chervil ran out to meet him on the sentry-line Bigwig 
jomed them and listened to the talk He gathered that 
Campion had been out as far as the ron road but had 
found nothing unusual 

‘Don’t you ever go beyond the iron road?’ he asked 

‘Not very often,’ answered Campion ‘It’s wet, you know 
- bad rabbit country I have been there, but on these 
ordinary circuit patrols I’m really looking nearer home 
My job ıs partly to notice anything new that the Council 
ought to hnow about, and partly to make sure we pick up 
anyone who bolts Like that miserable Blackavar — and he 

gave me a bite I shan’t forget, before I got hım down On 
a fine evening like this, I generally go down as far as the 
bank of the 1ron road and then work along this side of ıt 
Or sometimes I go out in the other direction, as far as the 
barn It all depends what’s wanted By the way, I saw the 
General earlier this evening and I rather think he means to 
take you on patrol in two or three days’ tıme, as soon as 
you’ve settled down and your Mark have come off the 
dawn and evening silflay ’ 

‘Why wait for that?’ said Bigwig with all the enthusiasm 
he could assume ‘Why not sooner?’ 

“Well, a Mark generally keeps a full Owsla when it’s on 
dawn and evening silflay The rabbits are more lively at 
those times, you see, and need more supervision But a 
Marh that’s on m-Frith and fu-Inlé silflay can generally 
spare Ousla for a Wide Patrol Now, PH leave you here I’ve 
got to take my lot to the Cnxa and report to the General ? 


330 EFRATFA 


As soon as the Mark had gone underground and eae 
avar had been taken away by his escort, Bigwig excuse 
himself to Chervil and Avens and went to his own cena 
Although the rank-and-file were cramped rane , 
the sentries had two laige, roomy burrows to themse aa 
while each officer had a private burrow. By himself at last, 
Bigwig settled down to think over his problem. f 

The difficulties were bewildering. He was fairly a 
that with Kehaar’s help he himself could escape from Efre a 
whenever he wished. But how in the world was he to bring 
a bunch of does out — supposing that any were ready to try 
it? If he took ıt upon himself to call the sentries in during i 
silflay, Chervil would see what he had done in a matter F 
moments The only possibility, then, was to make the brea 
out durmg the day: to wait until Chervil was asleep an ; 
then order a sentry to leave his post at the mouth of sane 
the holes Bigwig considered He could see no flaw m t s 
idea Then the thought came to him, ‘And what abou 
Blackavar?’? Blackavar presumably spent the day under 
guard ın some special burrow Probably hardly sae pa 
knew where — no one knew anything ın Efrafa ~ an 
certamly no one would tell So he would have to leave 
Blackavar. no realistic plan could include him 

‘PIL be jiggered if I leave him,’ muttered Bigwig z 
himself ‘I know Blackberry would say I was a fool. nag 
he’s not here and I’m doing this myself. But suppose 
wreck the whole thing because of Blackavar? Oh, Frith in a 
barn! What a business!” : 

He thought until he realized that he was thinking 19 
circles After a tıme, he fell asleep. When he woke, he could 
tell that 1t was moonlight outside, fine and still It occurred 
to him that perhaps he might start his venture from the 
other end — by persuading some of the does to join him and 
working out a plan afterwards, perhaps with their help 
He went down the run until he came upon a young rabbit 


sleeping as best he could outside an over-crowded burrow. 
He woke him 


‘Do you know Hyzenthlay?’ he asked. 
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“Oh yes, sir,’ replied the rabbit, with a rather pathetic 
attempt to sound brisk and ready 

‘Go and find her and tell her to come to my burrow,’ said 
Bigwig ‘No one else 1s to come with her Do you under- 
stand?” 

‘Yes, sir’ 

When the youngster had scurried off, Bigwig returned to 
his burrow, wondering whether there would be any 
suspicion It seemed unlikely From what Chervil had said, 
it was common enough for Efiafan officers to send for does 
If he were questioned he had only to play up He lay down 
and waited 

In the dark, a rabbit came slowly up the run and stopped 
at the entrance to the burrow There was a pause 

‘Hyzenthlay?’ said Bigwig 

‘I am Hyzenthlay ° 

‘I want to talk to you,’ said Bigwig 

‘I am im the Mark, sir, and under your orders But you 
have made a mistake’ 

‘No, I haven’t, rephed Bigwig ‘You needn’t be afraid 
Come in here, close beside me’ 

Hyzenthlay obeyed He could feel her fast pulse Her 
body was tense her eyes were closed and her claws dug 
into the floor 

‘Hyzenthlay,’ whispered Bigwig ın her ear, ‘listen care- 
fully You remember that many days ago now, four rabbits 
came to Efrafa ın the evening One had very pale grey fur 
and one had a healed rat-bite in his foreleg You talked with | 
their leader — his name was Holly I know what he told you ° 

She turned her head ın fear ‘How do you know?’ 

‘Never mind Only hsten to me’ 

Then Bigwig spoke of Hazel and Fiver, of the destruction 
of the Sandleford warren and the journcy to Watership 
Down Hyzenthlay neither moved nor interrupted 

“The rabbits who talked to you that evening,’ said Bigwig, 
‘who told you about the warren that was destroyed and of 


how they had come to ask for docs from Etrafa - do you 
know what became of them?’ 
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Elyzenthlay’s 1 cply was no more than the faintest murmur 
in his ear. > 
‘I know what I heard. They escaped the next evening 
Captam Charlock was killed pursuing them.’ F 
‘And was any other patrol sent after them, Hyzenthlay? 
The next day, I mean?? 
‘We heard that there was no officer to spare, with Bugloss 
under arrest and Charlock dead.’ : 
‘Those rabbits returned to us safely. One of them is not 
far away now, with Hazel and Fiver and several more. 
They are cunning and resourceful, They are waiting for me 
to bring does out of Efrafa — as many as I can get to 
` come. I shall be able io send them a message tomorrow 
morning.” 
‘How?’ 
‘By a bird — if all goes well.” Bigwig told her about 
Kehaar. When he had finished, Hyzenthlay made no reply 


“Might I not be a spy sent by the Council?’ 
‘You are not. I can tell,’ 
w 


en will you join me — and persuade your friends as 
well? We need you: Efrafa doesn’t need you.’ 
Again she 


sound of some small crea 
outside He waited quiet] 
he should not upset her, 
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At last she spoke again, so low ın his ear that the words 
seemed barely more than broken cadences of breath- 
ing 

‘We can escape from Efrafa The danger 1s very great, but 
in that we can succeed It ıs beyond that I cannot see 
Confusion and fear at nightfall — and then men, men, ıt 1s 
all things of men! A dog — a rope that snaps like a dry 
branch A rabbit — no, ıt 1s not possible! — a rabbit that rides 
in a hrududu! Oh, I have become foolish — tales for kittens 
on a summer evening No, I cannot see as I did once 1t 1s 
like the shapes of trees beyond a field of rain ’ 

‘Well, you’d better come and meet this friend of mine,’ 
said Bigwig ‘He talks just lihe that, and I’ve come to trust 
him, so I trust you too If you feel we’re going to succeed, 
that’s fine But what I’m ashing 1s whether you'll bring your 
friends to jon us’ 

After another silence, Hyzenthlay said, 

‘My courage — my spirit it’s so much less than it was I’m 
afraid to let you rely on me’ 

‘I can tell that Whats 1t that’s worn you down? Weren’t 
you the leader of the does who went to the Council?’ 

“There was myself and Thethuthinnang I don’t know 
what’s happened to the other does who were with us We 
were all in the Right Fore Mark then, you know I’ve still 
got the Right Fore mark, but I’ve been marhed again since 
Blachavar - vou saw him?’ 

“Yes, of course ’ 

‘He was in that Mark He was our friend and encouraged 
us Only a night or two after the does went up to speak to 
the Council, he tried to run away, but he was caught 
You’ve seen what they did to him That was the same even- 
Ing that your frends came and the neat night they escaped 
After that, the Council sent for us does once more The 
General said that no one else would have the chance to run 
away We were to be spht up among the Marks, no more 
thin two to cach Marh I don’t know why they left The- 
thuthmnang and me together Perhaps thev didn’t stop to 
think Efrafa’s hhe that, you know The order was “Two 
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to each Mark”, so as long as the order was ails a 
didn’t particularly matter which two. Now I m frigh 
and I feel the Council are always watching. 

‘Yes, but Pm here now,’ said Bigwig. 

‘The Council are very cunning, 

het need to be, We've eae rabbits who ne n 
more cunning, beheve me El-ahrairah’s Ou sla, no 
But tell me — was Nelthilta with you when you went to 
Council ?? 

‘Oh no, she was born here, ın the Near eee s got 
spirit, you know, but she’s young and silly. It excites oe 7 
let everyone see that she’s a friend of rabbits who 
thought of as rebels She doesn’t realize what she’s doing i 
what the Council are really like. It’s all a kınd of game 
her ~ to cheek the officers and so on One day she’ll go ae 
far and get us into trouble again. She couldn’t be truste 
with a secret, on any account’ 


‘How many does 1n this Mark would be ready to join an 
escape?’ 


‘Hrair There’s a great deal of discontent, you know But 


Thlayh, they mustn’t be told until a very short tıme before 
we run ~ not just Nelthilta, but all of them No one can eae 
a secret in a warren and there are spies everywhere You an 

I must make a Plan ourselves and tell no one but The- 


thuthinnang She and I will get enough does to come with 
us when the time comes? 


Bigwig realized that he h 
tedly, upon what he nee 
friend, who would think 
bear his burden, 


‘PI leave xt to you to pick the does,’ he said ‘I can make 
the chance to r 


un 1f you’ll have them ready to take 1t’ 
“When ?? 


ad stumbled, quite unexpec- 
ded most of all a strong, sensible 
on her own account and help to 


“Sunset 
the others will meet us and fi 
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admmration that she was gomg over what he had said and 
searching for flaws 

‘But how many can the bird fight?’ she said at last ‘Can 
he drive them all away? This 1s going to be a big breah-out 
and make no mistake, Thlayh, the General himself will be 
after us with the best rabbits he has We can’t go on running 
away for ever They won’t lose track of us and sooner or 
later they'll overtake us’ 

‘I told you our rabbits were more cunning than the 
Council I don’t think you’d really understand this part, 
however carefully I explained Have you ever seen a river?’ 

“What 1s a river?’ 

“Well, there you are I can’t eaplain But I promise you 
we shan’t have to run far We shall actually disappear 
before the Owsla’s eyes — if they’re there to see I must say 
Pm looking forward to that ° 

She said nothing and he added, ‘You must trust me, 
Hyzenthlay Upon my hfe, were going to vanish I’m not 
deceiving you’ 

“If you were wrong, those who died quickly would be the 
lucky ones’ 

“No one’s going to die My friends have prepared a trick 
that El-ahrairah himself would be proud of’ 

‘If it 1s to be at sunset,’ she said, ‘1t must be tomorrow or 
the next mght In two days the Mark loses the evening 
slflay You know that?’ 

‘Yes, Pd heard Tomorrow then Why wait longer? But 
there ıs one other thing We're going to take Blackavar ° 

“Blachavar? How? He is guarded by Council police’ 

‘I know It adds very much to the risk, but I’ve decided 
that I can’t leave him behind What I mean to do 1s this 
Tomorrow evening, when the Mark silflay, you and The- 
thuthinnang must keep the does near you — as many as 
you’ve got together ~ ready to run I shall meet the bird a 
little way out in the meadow and tell him to attack the 
sentries as soon as he sees me go back into the hole Then I 
shall come back and deal with Blackavar’s guards myself 
They won’t be expecting anything of the sort PI have 
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him out in a moment and join you. There'll be complete 
confusion and in that confusion we’ll run. The bird will 
attack anyone who tries to follow us. Remember, we go 
straight down to the great arch on the iron road. My 
friends will be waiting there. You’ve only to follow me - I'll 
lead the way.’ 
‘Captain Campion may be on patrol.’ 
“Oh, I do hope he is,” said Bigwig. ‘I really do.’ 
‘Blackavar may not run at once. He will be as startled as 
the guards ’ i 
_ ‘Is it possible to warn him?’ ; 
“No. His guards never leave him and they take him out 
to silflay alone.’ 
‘For how long will he have to live like that?’ ; 
‘When he has been to every Mark in turn, the Council 
will kill him. We all feel sure of that.’ 
‘Then that settles it. I won’t go without him.’ 
“Thlayh, you are very brave. Are you cunning too? All 
our lives will depend on you tomorrow.’ 
‘Well, can you see anything wrong with the plan?’ 
‘No, but I am only a doe who has never been out of 
Efrafa. Suppose something unexpected happens?’ 
“Rusk is risk. Don’t you want to get out and come and 
live on the high downs with us? Think of it!’ 
‘Oh, Thlayli! Shall we mate with whom we choose and 
dig our own burrows and bear our litters alive?’ f 
‘You shall: and tell stories in the Honeycomb and sil- 


flay whenever you feel hke it. It’s a fine lfe, I promise 
you.” 


‘VU come! PIL run any risk.’ g 

“What a stroke of luck that you should be in this Mark, 
said Bigwig. ‘Before this talk with you tonight, I was at 
my wits’? end wondering whatever I was going to do.’ 

‘PI go back to the lower burrows now, Thlayli Some of 
the other rabbits are bound to wonder why you sent for me. 
IVs not maung ume with me, you see. If I go now, we can 


zay you made a mistake and were disappointed. Don’t 
forget to say that,’ 
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‘I won’t Yes, go now, and have them ready at silflay 
tomorrow evening I shan’t fail you’ 

When she had gone, Bigwig felt desperately tired and 
lonely He tricd to hold ın his mind that his friends were not 
far off and that he would sce them again ın less than a day 
But he knew that all Lfrafa lay between himself and Hazel 
His thoughts broke up into the dismal fancies of anxiety 
He fell into a half-dream, in which Captain 'Campion 
turned into a seagull and flew screaming over the river, 
until he woke in panic and dozed again, to see Captain 
Chervil driving Blachavar before him towards a shining 
wire in the grass And over all, as big as a horse m a field, 
aware of all that passed from one end of the world to the 
other, brooded the gigantic figure of General Woundwort 
At last, worn out with his apprehensions, he passed into a 
deep sleep where even his fear could not follow, and lay 
without sound or movement ın the solitary burrow 
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We was just goin’ ter scarper 
When along comes Bill *Arper, 
So we never done nuffin’ at all 


Music Hall Song 


Bigwig wavered gradually up from sleep, lihe a bubble of 
marsh gas from the bed of a still stream There was another 
rabbit beside hım ın the burrow — a buck He started up at 
once and said, ‘Who 1s 1t?’ 

‘Avens, rephed the other ‘Time for silflay, Thlayli 
Larks have gone up You're a sound sleeper’ 

‘I dare say,” said Bigwig ‘Well, I’m ready ’ He was about 
to lead the way down the run, but Avens’ next words 
brought him to a halt 

“Who’s Fiver?’ said Avens 
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Bigwig grew tense. ‘What did you say?’ 
‘I said, Who’s Fiver?’ 
‘How should I know?’ 


‘Well, you were talking in your sleep. You kept saying; 
“ Ask Fiver, ask Fiver.” I wondered who he was. 

‘Oh, I see. A rabbit I knew once. He used to foretell the 
weather and so on.’ 


‘Well, he could do it now, then. Can you smell the 
thunder?’ tile 

Bigwig sniffed Mixed with the scents of grass and ca A 
came the warm, thick smell of a heavy cloud-mass, still ie 
off He perceived it uneasily. Almost all animals are ais 
turbed by the approach of thunder, which oppresses se 
with its mounting tension and breaks the natural rhythm 
which they live. Bigwig’s inclination was to go back to nt 
burrow, but he had lıttle doubt that no mere trifle ca 
thundery morning would be allowed to interfere with the 
time-table of an Efrafan Mark. 

He was right. Chervil was already at the eanan 
squatting opposite Blackavar and his escort He looke 
round as his officers came up the run. 

‘Come on, Thlayh, he said. ‘Sentries are out already. 
Does the thunder worry you?’ 

‘It does rather,’ replied Bigwig g 
‘It won't break today,’ said Chervil. ‘It’s a long way 9 
yet. Pd give it until tomorrow evening. Anyway, don’t let 
the Mark see it affects you Nothing’s to be altered unless 

the General says so.’ 

“*Couldn’t wake him up, said Avens, with a touch of 


malice ‘There was a doe in your burrow last night, Thlayli, 
wasn’t there?’ 


‘Oh, was there?’ said Chervil. ‘Which one?’ 
‘Hyzenthlay,’ replied Bigwig. 


‘Oh, the marl: tharn,?” said Chervil ‘Funny, I didn’t 
think she was ready ° 


‘She wasn’t,’ said Bigwig. ‘I made a mistake But if you 


*Mark ~ a doe Thar - stupefied, distraught. In this particular 
conte. t the nearest translation might be ‘the maiden all forlorn’. 
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remember, you asked me to do what I could to get to know 
the awkward squad and bring them a bit more under 
control, so I kept her talking for a tame, just the same ’ 
‘Get anywhere?’ 
“Hard to say, really,’ said Bigwig, ‘but PH keep at 
it? 
He spent the time while the Mark went out in deciding 
upon the best and quickest way to enter the hole and attack 
Blachavar’s escort He would have to put one of them out of 
action in no time at all and then go straight for the other, 
who would be that much less unprepared If he had to 
fight him, ıt would be better to avoid domg ıt between 
Blackavar and the mouth of the hole, for Blackavar would 
be as bewildered as the rest and might bolt back down the 
run If he was going to bolt anywhere he must bolt out- 
wards Of course, with any luck, the second guard might 
make off underground without fighting at all, but one 
could not count on that Efrafan Owslafa were not given to 
running away 

As he went out into the field, he wondered whether he 
would be spotted by Kehaar The arrangement had been 
that Kehaar would find him whenever he might come above 
ground on the second day 

He need not have worried Kehaar had been over Efrafa 
since before dawn As soon as he saw the Mark come up, he 
alighted a little way out ın the field, half-way between the 
undergrowth and the sentry-line, and began pecking about 
in the grass Bigwig nibbled his way slowly towards him and 
then settled down to feed without a glance ın his direction 
After a while, he sensed that Kehaar was behind him, a 
little to one side 

‘Meester Pigvig, I tink ees not goot ve talk much Meester 
*Azel, ’e say vat you do? Vat you vant?’ 

‘I want two things, Kehaar ~ both at sunset tomght 
First, our rabbits must be down by the big arch J shall 
come through that arch with the does If we're pursued, 
you and Hazel and the rest must be ready to fight. The boat- 
thing, 1s ıt still there?’ 
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‘Ya, ya, men no take heem. I tell Meester ’Azel vat you 
say.’ 


here. Then I shail run back to those trees and go down a 
hole As soon as you sce me go in, attack the sentries - 
terrify them, drive them away Ifthey won’t run, hurt them. 
They must be driven off. You’l] see me come out again 
almost at once and then the does — the mothers — will start 
running with me and we'll go straight down to the arch. 

ut we may very well be attacked on the way If that hap- 
Pens, can you pile in again?’ 

Ya, ya I fly at dem — dey no stop you’? 

“Splendid That’s it, then Hazel and the others ~ are they 
all mght?? 

‘Fine ~ fine, Dey say you dam’ good fella. Meester 
Pluebell, ’e Say to pring one mudder for everyone else and 
two for ’im ° 

Bigwig was trying to think of some appropriate reply to 
this when he saw Chervil running across the grass towards 

m At once, without speaking again to Kehaar, he took a 


“Aren’t you afraid of those birds?’ he asked 

‘Not Particularly,’ answered Bigwig : 

‘They sometimes attack mice, you know, and rabbit 
kıttens too,” said Chervil ‘You were taking a risk, feedıng 
there Why Were you so careless ?? 


For answer, Bigwig sat up and gave Chervil a playful cuff, 
hard enough to rol] him over 
‘That’s why,’ he said. Chervyi] got up with a sulky air. 

‘All night, so you’re heavier than I am,’ he said ‘But 
you’ve got to learn, Thlayli, that there’s more than weight 
cer. And it doesn’t alter the fact 
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that those birds can be dangerous Anyway, 1t’s not the 
season for them and that’s odd for a start It'll have to be 
reported ° 

‘Whatever for?’ 

‘Because it’s unusual Everythmg unusual has to be 
reported If we don’t report ıt and someone else does, nice 
fools we shall looh when we have to say we saw ıt We 
couldn’t say we didn’t — several of the Mark have seen ıt 
In fact, I shall go and report it now Suilflay’s nearly over, 
so if I’m not bach in time, you and Avens had better sce 
the Mark underground yourselves ’ 

As soon as Chervil had left him, Bigwig went to look for 
Hyzenthlay He found her ın the hollow with Thethuthin- 
nang Most of the Mark did not appear to be unduly 
affected by the thunder, which was still distant, as Chervil 
had said The two does, however, were subdued and ner- 
vous Bigwig told them what he had arranged with Kehaar 

‘But will this bird really attack the sentries?’ asked 
Thethuthinnang ‘I’ve never heard of anything like that ’ 

‘It will, I promise you Get the does together as soon as 
silflay begins this evening When I come out with Blackavar, 
the sentries will be running for cover ’ 

‘And which way do we run?’ asked Thethuthinnang 

Bigwig took them well out into the field, so that they 
could see the distant arch in the embankment about four 
hundred yards away 

‘We're bound to meet Campion,’ said Thethuthinnang 
“You know that?’ 

‘I believe he had some trouble stopping Blackavar,’ 
rephed Bigwig, ‘so I’msure he won’t be good enough for 
me and the bird Look, there’s Avens bringing in the 

sentries ~ we'll have to go Now, don’t worry Chew your 
pellets and get some sleep If you can’t sleep, sharpen up 
your claws you may need them’ 

The Mark went underground and Blachavar was taken 
away by the escort Bigwig returned to his burrow and tried 
to put the coming evenmg out of his mind After some time 
he gave up the idea of spending the day alone He made a 
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round of the lower burrows, joined a game of bob-stones, 
heard two stories and told one himself, passed hraka m 2 
dıtch and then, on an impulse, went to Chervıl and obtaine 
his consent to visit another Mark He wandered across the 
Crixa, found himself in the middle of the ni-Frith silflay 
with the Left Flank Mark and went underground with 
them Their officers shared a single large burrow and a 
he met some experienced veterans and hstened wi 
interest to their stories of Wide Patrols and other exploits. 
In the mid-afternoon he came back to the Near Find 
relaxed and confident, and slept until one of the sentries 
woke him for silflay i Sa 
He went up the run Blackavar was already slumped in 
his alcove. Squatting beside Chervil, Bigwig watched the 
Mark go out Hyzenthlay and Thethuthinnang passed oat 
without a glance They looked tense but steady. Chervi 
followed the last rabbit i d 
Bigwig waited until he was sure that Chervil had ha 
time to get well away from the hole. Then, with a last, 
quick look to where Blackavar was sitting, he went out 
himself The bright sunset dazzled him and he sat up on E 
hind legs, blinking and combing the fur along one side o 
his face as his eyes got accustomed to the hght. A few 
moments later, he saw Kehaar come flying across the field. 
‘This 1s it, then,’ he said to himself. ‘Here we go.” 
At that moment a rabbit spoke from behind him. 


‘Thiayh, I want a few words with you Just come back 
under the bushes, will you?? 


Bigwig dropped on his front paws and looked round 
It was General Woundwort 


37 The Thunder Builds Up 


Youh’n hide de fier, but w’at you gwine do wid de smoke? 
Joel Chandler Harris Proverbs of Uncle Remus 


Bigwig’s first impulse was to fight Woundwort on the spot 
He realzed immediately that this would be futile and would 
only bring the whole place round his ears There was 
nothing to do but obey He followed Woundwort through 
the undergrowth and into the shade of the bridle-path 
Despite the sunset, the evening scemed heavy with cloud 
and among the trees ıt was sultry and grey The thunder 
was building up He looked at Woundwort and waited 
“You were out of the Near Hind burrows this afternoon’ 
began Woundwort 
“Yes, sir,” rephed Bigwig He still dishked addressmg 
Woundwort as ‘sir’, but since he was supposed to be an 
Efrafan officer, he could not very well do otherwise How- 
ever, he did not add that Chervil had given him permission 
He had not been accused of anything as yet 
“Where did you go?’ 
Bigwig swallowed his annoyance No doubt Woundwort 
ew perfectly well where he had been 
I went to the Left Flank Mark, sr I was in ther 
burrows ° 
‘Why did you go?’ . 
“To pass the tme and learn something from listening to 
the officers ° 
“Did you go anywhere else?’ 
“No, sir? 
“You met one of the Left Flank Owsla — a rabbit named 
Groundsel ° 
‘Very hkely, I didn’t learn all their names’ 
“Have you ever seen that rabbit before?’ 
— No, sir How could 1?” 
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There was a pause. ee 

‘May I ask what this is all about, sir?’ said ae i 

‘PI ask the questions,’ said Woundwort ‘Groundse . 
seen you before. He knew you by the fur on your head. Whe 
do you think he saw you?’ 

“I’ve no idea.’ 

“Have you ever run from a fox?’ 


. 3 
“Yes, sir, a few days ago, while I was coming here sof 
“You led it on to some other rabbits and it killed on 
them. Is that correct?’ 


‘I didn’t intend to lead it on to them. I didn’t know they 
were there’ 


“You didn’t tell us anything about this?’ 


“It never occurred to me. There’s nothing wrong ™ 
running from a fox.’ , 
‘You’ve caused the death of an Efrafan officer him 
“Quite by accident And the fox might have got 
anyway, even if I’d not been there’ *. the 
“It wouldn’t, said Woundwort. ‘Mallow wasn’t tf 
rabbit to run on to a fox. Foxes aren’t dangerous, to T abbits 
who know their business.’ 


‘Tm sorry the fox got him, sir. It was a stroke of very bad 
luck ? 


Woundwort stared at him out of his great, pale eyes. 


‘Then one more question, Thlayli That patrol was on 


the track ofa band of rabbits — strangers. What do you know 
about them?’ 


‘I saw their tracks too, about that time. I can’t tell you 
any more than that.’ 


“You weren’t with them?’ 


$ 
“If I'd been with them, sir, would I have come to Efrafa” 


‘I told you Pd ask the questions. You can’t tell me 
where they might have gone?’ 


‘Pm afraid I can’t, sir, 

Woundwort stopped staring and sat silent for some time. 
Bigwig felt that the General was waiting for him to ask 1 
that was all and whether he could now go. He determined 
to remain silent himself. 
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“Now there’s another thing,’ said Woundwort at last 
‘About this white bird ın the field this morning You’re not 
afraid of these birds?’ 

‘No, sir I’ve never heard of one hurting a rabbit ’ 

“But they have been known to, for all your wide experi- 
ence, Thlayh Anyway, why did you go near it?’ 

Bigwig thought quickly ‘To tell you the truth, sir, I 
think I may have been trying to make an impression on 
Captain Chervil ’ 

‘Well, you could have a worse reason But if you’re going 
to mpress anyone, you’d better start with me The day after 
tomorrow, I’m talang out a Wide Patrol myself It will cross 
the iron road and try to pick up traces of those rabbits — the 
rabbits Mallow would have found if you hadn’t gone and 
blundered into hım So you’d better come along and 
show us how good you are then ° 

“Very well, sir, I shall be glad to’ 

There was another silence This time Bigwig decided to 
make asif to go He did so, and immediately a fresh question 
stopped him short 

“When you were with Hyzenthlay, did she tell you why 
she was put into the Near Hind Mark?? 

“Yes, sir? 

‘Pm not at all sure the trouble’s over there, Thlayh 
Keep an eye on ıt Ifshe’ll talk to you, so much the better 
Perhaps those does are settling down and perhaps they 
aren’t I want to know’ 

“Very well, sir,’ said Bigwig 

‘That’s all,” said Woundwort ‘You'd better get back to 
your Mark now’ 

Bigwig made his way into the field The silflay was almost 
over, the sun had set and ıt was growing dark Heavy 
clouds dimmed the after-lght Kehaar was nowhere to be 
seen The sentries came in and the Mark began to go 
underground Sitting alone ın the grass, he waited until the 
last rabbit had disappeared There was still no sign of 
Kehaar He hopped slowly to the hole Entering, he knocked 

into one of the police escort, who was blocking the mouth to 
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make sure that Blackavar did not try to bolt as he was taken 
down, 


‘Get out of my way, you dirty little ae 
loodsucker,’ said Bigwig. ‘Now go and report that, 


e 15 
he added over his shoulder, as he went down to hi 
burrow, 


” 


As the light faded from the thick sky, Hazel slipped se 
more across the hard, bare earth under the railway arc ; 
came out on the north side and sat up to listen. A few 
moments later Fiver joined him and they crept a little way 
into the field, towards Efrafa. The air was close and pee 
and smelt of rain and ripening barley. There was no soun 
close by, but behind and below them, from the water- 


meadow on the nearer bank of the Test, came faintly 


the shrill, incessant fussing of a pair of sandpipers. Kehaar 
flew d 


own from the top of the embankment. T 
‘You're sure he said tonight?’ asked Hazel for the thir 
time 


‘Ees bad,’ said Kehaar, “Maybe dey catch ’um. Ees 
finish Meester Pigvig. You tink?’ 


Hazel made no reply. 


‘I can’t tell,’ said Fiver ‘Clouds and thunder That a 
up the field — it’s hke the bottom ofa river. Anything cou 
be happening in there? 


“Bigwig’s there Suppose he’s dead? Suppose they're , 
trying to make him tell them — . 
“Hazel,” said Fiver. *Hazel-rah, you won’t help him by 
staying here ın the dark and worrying Quite likely there's 
nothing wrong He’s just had to sit tight for some reason 
Anyway, he won’t come tonight ~ that’s certain now ~ 


and our rabbits are in danger here. Kehaar can go up to- 


moriow at dawn and bring us another message ° 
“I dare say 


you're right,’ said Hazel, ‘but I hate to go 
Just suppose he were to come. Let Silver take them back 
and TI stay here? 


‘You couldn't do any good by yourself, Hazel, even if 
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your leg was all right Youre trying to cat grass that 
isn’t there Why don’t you give 1t a chance to grow?’ 

They returned under the arch and as Silver came out of 
the bushes to meet them, they could hear the other rabbits 
stirring uneasily among the nettles 

“We'll have to give it up for tonight, Silver,’ said Hazel 
“We must get them bach over the nver now, before it’s 
completely dark ?' 

“Hazel-rah,’ said Pipkin, as he slipped by, ‘1t — 1t 1s going 
P PE all nght, isn’t it? Bigwig will come tomorrow, won’t 

e ? 

“OF course he will,’ said Hazel, ‘and we’ll all be here to 
help him And I'll tell you something else, Hlao-roo If he 
doesn’t come tomorrow, I’m going into Efrafa myself’ 

‘Til come with you, Hazel-rah,’ said Pipkin 


+ 


Bigwig crouched ın his burrow, pressed against Hyzenth- 
lay He was trembling, but not with cold the stuffy runs of 
the Mark were dense with thunder the arr felt hke a deep 
drift of leaves Bigwig was close to utter nervous exhaustion 
Since leaving General Woundwort, he had become more 
and more deeply entangled 1n all the age-old terrors of the 
conspirator How much had Woundwort discovered? 
Clearly, there was no information that failed to reach him 
He knew that Hazel and the rest had come from the north 
and crossed the iron road He knew about the fox He knew 
that a gull, which should have been far away at this time of 
year, was hanging round Efrafa and that he, Bigwig, had , 
dehberately been near ıt He knew that Bigwig had made a 
friend of Hyzenthlay How long could it be before he took 
the final step of fitting all these things together? Perhaps he 
had already done so and was merely waiting to arrest them 
in his own time? 

Woundwort had every advantage He sat secure at the 
junction of all paths, seeing clearly down each, while he, 
Bigwig, ludicrous in his efforts to measure up to him as an 
enemy, clambered clumsily and ignorantly through the 
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undergrowth, betraying himself with every movement. k 
did not know how to get in touch with Kehaar again. ae 
if he managed to do so, would Hazel be able to bring 
tabbits a second time? Perhaps they had already poe 
spotted by Campion on patrol? To speak to AN 
would be suspect. To go near Kehaar would be Da 
Through more holes than he could possıble stop, his secre 
was leaking ~ pouring — out. 

There was worse to come. , : dl 

*Thiayh,’ whispered Hyzenthlay, ‘do you think you an F 
and Thethuthinnang could get away tonight? If we foug ; 
the sentry at the mouth of the run we might be able to get | 


‘Why?’ asked Bigwig ‘What makes you ask that?’ 

‘Pm frightened. We told the other does d 
before the suflay. They were ready to run when the pr 
attacked the sentries, and then nothing happened. They a 


now: she says she'll do 


can be kept in Efrafa. It’s even possible that one of the does 


Is a spy, although Erith knows we chose them as carefully as 
we could. We may all 
ing? 


would Lnow only that he had run away. 
“No, we mustn't give up yet,’ he said, as gently as he 
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could ‘It’s the thunder and the waiting that make you feel 
so much upset Listen, I promise you that by this time 
tomorrow you'll be out of Efrafa for ever and the others 
with you Now go to sleep here for a httle while and then 
go bach and help Thethuthinnang Keep thinking of those 
high downs and all that I told you We'll get there — our 
troubles won’t last much longer ’ 

As she fell asleep beside him, Bigwig wondered how on 
earth he was gomg to fulfil this promise and whether they 
would be woken by the Council police ‘If we are,’ he 


thought, ‘T1 fight until they tear me to bits They'll mahe 
no Blackavar out of me’ 


$ 


When he woke, he found that he was alone in the burrow 
For a moment he wondered whether Hyzenthlay had been 
arrested Then he felt sure that the Owslafa could not have 
removed her while he slept She must have woken and 
slipped back to Thethuthinnang without disturbing him 

It was a little before dawn, but the oppression in the air 
had not lessened He sipped up the run to the entrance 
Moneywort, the sentry on duty, was peering uneasily out 
of the mouth of the hole, but turned as he approached 

“I wish ıt would rain, sir,’ he said ‘The thunder’s enough 
to turn the grass sour, but not much hope of ıt breaking 
before the evening, Pd say’ 

‘It’s bad luck for the Mark’s Jast day on dawn and 
evening,’ rephed Bigwig ‘Go and wake Captain Chervil 
PI take your place here until the Mark come up’ 

When Moneywort had gone, Bigwig sat in the mouth of 
the hole and sniffed the heavy air The shy seemed as close 
as the tops of the trees, covered with still cloud and flushed 
on the morning side with a lund, foxy glow Nota larh was 

up, not a thrush singing The field before him was empty 
and motionless The longing to run came over him In less 
than no time he could be down to the arch It was a safe 
bet that Campion and Ins patrol would not be out in 
weather hhe this Every lying creature up and down the 
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fields and copses must. be muted, pressed down as po 
under a great, soft paw. Nothing would be moving, for es 
day was unpropitious and instincts were blurred and not 

be trusted. It was a time to crouch and be silent. But a 
fugitive would be safe. Indeed, he could not hope for a 
better chance. PET EE 

‘O Lord with the starlight ears, send me a sign!’ sal 
Bigwig. 

He heard movement in the run behind him. It was a 
Owslafa bringing up the prisoner, In the thundery twilight, 
Blackavar looked more sıck and dejected than ever. His 
nose was dry and the whites of his eyes showed. Bigwig went 
out into the field, pulled a mouthful of clover and brought it 
back, , 

‘Cheer up,’ he said to Blackavar, ‘Have some clover. 

‘That’s not allowed, sir,’ said one of the escort. 

“Oh, let him have it, Bartsia,’ said the other. “There’s no 
pne to see It’s hard enough for everyone on a day like this, 


place as Chervil arrived to watch the Mark go out if 
The rabbits were slow and hesitant and Chervil himse 


nang and Hyzenthlay go by in silence. Nelthilta, however, 
stopped of her own accord and stared impudently at him. 

‘Under the weather, Captain >? she said ‘Brace up, now. 
You may have a surprise soon, who knows?’ 

‘What do you mean?’ answered Chervil sharply. 

“Does might &row wings and fly,’ said Nelthilta, ‘and 


before very much longer, too Secrets go faster than moles 
underground.’ 


THE THUNDER BUILDS UP 351 


But whether because he was still thmking about what 
Nelthilta had said, or for some other reason, he did not 
make a particularly thorough search for the thorn which 
was perhaps as well, for there was no thorn there 

‘Oh, confound it!’ he said, looking up, ‘There’s that 
dratted white bird agam What’s it keep coming here for?’ 

“Why does ıt worry you?’ ashed Bigwig ‘It’s not doing 
any harm ~ only looking for snails ’ 

Anything out of the ordinary 1s a possible source of 
danger,’ replied Chervil, quoting Woundwort ‘And you 
ee away from it today, Thlayh, d’you see? Thats an 
order 

‘Ob, very well,’ said Bigwig ‘But surely you know how to 
get rid of them? I thought all rabbits knew that’ 

Don’t be ridiculous You're not suggesting attacking a 
bird that size, with a beak as thich as my front paw?’ 

No, no — it’s a sort of charm-thing that my mother 
taught me You know, like “Ladybird, ladybird, fly away 
home ” That works and so does this or it always used to 
with my mother ’ 

The ladybird thing only works because all ladybirds 
crawl to the top of the stem and then fly’ 

“Well, all nght,’ said Bigwig, ‘have ıt your own way But 
you don’t like the bird and I’ve offered to get md of ıt for 
you We had a lot of these charms and sayings ın my old 
warren I only wish we’d had one to get rid of men ’ 

“Well, what 1s the charm?’ said Chervil 

“You say, 

O fly away, great bird so white, 
And don’t come bach until tonight 


‘Of course, you have to use hedgerow talh No use expecting 
them to understand Lapme Let’s have a go, anyway Ifit 
doesn’t work, we’re none the worse and if it does, the Mark 
will think ıt was you who drove the bird away Where’s it 
got to? I can hardly see anything ın this ight Oh, there it 
4s, look, behind those thistles Well, you run hke this Now 
you have to hop to this side, then to the other side, scratch 
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with your legs — that’s right, splendid — cock your ears and 
then go straight on until — ah! Here we are; now then: 


O fly away, great bird so white, 
And don’t come back until tonight- 


‘There you are, you see. It did work I think there’s more 
than we know to some of these old rhymes and spells. O 
course, 1t might have been just going to fly away anyway 
But you must admit 1t’s gone.’ ; 

‘Probably all that prancing about as we came up to 1t, 
said Chervil sourly ‘We must have looked completely mad. 
What on earth will the Mark think? Anyway, now were out 
here, we may as well go round the sentries ’ ; 

‘I'll stop and feed, if you don’t mind,’ said Bigwig 1 
didn’t get much last night, you know.’ 


$ 


Bıgwig’s luck was not altogether out Later that morning, 
quite unexpectedly, he came upon a chance to talk to 
Blackavar alone He had been through the sweltering 
burrows, finding everywhere quick breathing and feverish 
pulses and he was just wondering whether he could not 
plausibly go and press Chervil to ask the Council’s permis- 
sion for the Mark to spend part of the day in the bushes 
above ground -— for that might very well bring some sort of 
opportunity with it - when he began to feel the need to pass 
hraka No rabbit passes hraka underground: and lıke 
schoolchildren, who know that they cannot very well be 
refused a request to go to the lavatory — as long as it 1s not 
too soon after the last trme — the Efrafan rabbits used to slip 
into the ditch for a breath of air and a change of scene 
Although they were not supposed to be allowed to go more 
often than was necessary, some of the Owsla were easier 
than others. As Bigwig approached the hole that led into 
the ditch, he found two or three young bucks loitering in the 


run and as usual, set himself to act his part as convincingly 
as he could 


“Why are you hanging about hee ~ «asked. 


i 


aw 
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“The prisoner’s escort are up at the hole and they turned 
us back sır? answered one *They’re not letting anyone out 
for the moment ° 

“Not to pass hraka ?”’ said Bigwig 

“No, sir’ 

Indignant, Bigwig made his way to the mouth of the hole 
mos he found Blackavar’s escort talking to the sentry on 

uty 

‘I’m afraid you can’t go out for the moment, sir,’ said 
Bartsia ‘The prisoner’s ın the ditch, but he won’t be long ’ 

‘Neither shall I,’ said Bigwig ‘Just get out of the way, 
will you? He pushed Bartsia to one side and hopped into 
the ditch 

The day had become even more lowering and overcast 
Blackavar was squatting a httle way off, under an over- 
anging plume of cow-parsley The flies were walking on 
his shreds of ears, but he seemed not to notice them 
Bigwig went along the ditch and squatted beside him 

“Blackavar, listen, he said quickly ‘This 1s the truth, by 
Frith and the Black Rabbit I am a secret enemy of Efrafa 

9 one knows this but you and a few of the Mark does I’m 
gong to escape with them tonight and I’m going to take 
you as well Don’t do anything yet When the time comes 
Pll be there to tell you Just brace up and get yourself 
ready? 

Without waiting for an answer, he moved away as though 
to find a better spot Even so, he was back at the hole before 
Blackavar, who evidently meant to stay outside for as long 
as the escort ~ clearly ın no hurry themselves ~ would allow 

‘Sir,’ said Bartsia, as Bigwig came in, ‘that’s the third 
time, sir, that you’ve disregarded my authority Council 
Police can’t be treated in this way I’m afraid I shall have 
to report it, sir ° 

Bigwig made no reply and returned up the run 

‘Wat a bit longer if you can,” he said as he passed the 
bucks ‘I don’t suppose that poor fellow will get out agam 
today ° 

He wondered whether to go and look for Hyzenthlay, but 
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decided that it would be prudent to keep away from ed 
She knew what to do, and the less they were scen toget pa 
the better. His head ached in the heat and he wanted only 


to be alone and quiet, He went back to his burrow and 
slept. 


38. The Thunder Breaks 


Why, now, blow wind, swell billow and swim bark! 
The storm 1s up and all is on the hazard! 


Shakespeare Julius Caesar 


Late in the afternoon it came on dark and very close It was 
plain that there would be no true sunset, On the green path 
by the river bank, Hazel sat fidgeting as he tried to magme 
what might be going on in Efrafa. 

‘He told you he wanted you to attack the sentries while 
the rabbits were feeding, didn’t he,’ he said to Kehaar, ‘and 
that he’d bring the mothers out in the confusion ?’ 

‘Ya, say dis, but not "appen. Den ’e Say go away, come 
again tonight’?  ' 

‘So that’s still what he means to do. The question is, when 
will they be feeding? It’s getting dark already. Silver, what 
do you think?’ 

‘If I know them, they won’t alter anything they usually 
do,’ said Silver ‘But if you’re worried in case we’re not there 
in time, why not go now?’ 

“Because they’re always patrolling. The longer we wait up 
there, the greater the risk Ifa patrol finds us before Bigwig 
comes, it won’t be just a matter of getting ourselves away. 
They'll realize we’re there for some purpose and give the 
alarm. and that’ll be the end of any’chance he’s got.’ 

“Listen, Hazel-rah,° said Blackberry. ‘We ought to reach 
the iron road at the same tıme as Bigwig and not a moment 


~ 


at 
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before Why don’t you take them all over the river now and 
wait in the undergrowth, near the boat? Once Kehaar’s 
attacked the sentries, he can fly back and tell us’ 

“Yes, that’s it,’ answered Hazel ‘But once he’s told us, 
we must get up there in no time at all Bigwig’s going to 
need us as well as Kehaar ’ 

“Well, you won’t be able to dash up to the arch,’ said Fiver, 
‘with your leg The best thing you can do 1s to get on the 
boat and have the rope gnawed half through by the time 
we come back Silver can look after the fighting, if there’s 
going to be any’ 

Hazel hesitated ‘But some of us are probably going to get 
hurt I can’t Stay behind ’ 

“Fiver’s nght,’ said Blackberry ‘You will have to wait on 
the boat, Hazel We can’t rsk your being left to be picked 
up by the Efrafans Besides, it’s very important that the 
rope should be half-gnawed - that’s a job for someone sen- 
sible It mustn’t break too soon or we’re all finished ° 

It took them some time to persuade Hazel When at last 
he agreed, he was still reluctant 

“If Bigwig doesn’t come tonight,’ he said, ‘I shall go and 
find him, wherever he is Frith hnows what may have 
happened already ° 

As they set off up the left bank, the wind began to blow ın 
fitful, warm gusts, with a multifohate rustling through the 
sedges They had Just reached the plank bndge when there 
came a rumble of thunder In the intense, strange hight, the 
Plants and leaves seemed magnified and the fields beyond 

the river very near There was an oppressive stillness 
“You know, Hazel-rah,” said Bluebell, ‘this really 1s the 
funniest evening I’ve ever gone looking for a doe? 
“It’s going to get a lot funnier soon,’ sud Silver ‘There’]] 
be hghtmng and pouring rain Yor goodness’ sake, all of you, 
don't panic, or we'll never sce our warren again I think this 


18 going to be a rough business,’ he added quet} to Haze} 
‘I don’t hheit much? 


a 
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Bigwig woke to hear his name repeated urgently. 

*Thlayli! Thlayh! Wake up! Thlayla!? 

It was Hyzenthlay. 

‘What 1s it?’ he said. ‘What’s the matter?’ 

‘Nelthilta’s been arrested.’ 

Bigwig leapt to his feet 

‘How long ago? How did it happen?’ J 

‘Jusi now. Moneywort came down to our burrow gar 
told her to come up to Captain Chervil at once. I followe 
them up the run. When she got to Chervil’s burrow, there 
were two Council police waiting just outside and one ve 
them said to Chervil, “Well, as quick as you can, and don t 
be long.” And then they took her straight out They mus 
have gone to the Council Oh Thlayh, what shall we do: 
She'll tell them everything ~ 

‘Listen to me,’ said Bigwig ‘There’s not a moment to lose. 
Go and get Thethuthmnang and the others and bring them 
up to this burrow. I shan’t he here, but you must ve 
quietly until I come back It won’t be long. Quick now 
Everything depends on it’ 

Hyzenthlay had hardly disappeared down the run when 
Bigwig heard another rabbit approaching from the opposite 
direction 

‘Who’s there?’ he said, turning swiftly. 

‘Chervil? answered the other. ‘I’m glad you’re awake. 
Listen, Thlayli, there’s gomg to be a whole lot of trouble. 
Nelthilta’s been arrested by the Council I was sure she 
would be, after my report to Vervain this morning What- 
ever it was she was talking about, they’ll get it out of her. 
I dare say the General will be here himself as soon as he 
knows what’s what. Now look here, I’ve got to go over to 
the Council burrow at once. You and Avens are to stay here 
and get the sentries on duty immediately. There’ll be no 
silflay and no one is to go outside for any reason whatever 
All the holes are to be double-guarded. Now, you under- 
stand these orders, don’t you P” 

‘Have you told Avens?’ 

‘I haven’t time to go looking for Avens; he’s not in his 
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burrow Go and alert the sentries yourself Send someone to 
find Avens and someone else to tell Bartsia that Blackavar 
won't be wanted this evening Then sit on those holes — and 
the hraka holes too ~ with every sentry you've got For all I 
know there may be some plot to make a break-out We 
arrested Nelthilta as quietly as we could, but the Mark are 
bound to realize what’s happened If necessary you’re to 
get rough, do you see? Now I’m off’ 

‘Right,’ said Bigwig ‘PI get busy at once’ 

He followed Chervil to the top of the run The sentry at 
the hole was Marjoram As he stood clear to let Chervil pass, 
Bigwig came up behind him and looked out into the overcast 

‘Did Chervil tell you?’ he said ‘Suilflay’s early tonight, on 
account of the weather The orders are that we’re to get on 
with it at once’ 

He wanted for Marjoram’s reply If Chervil had already 
told him that no one was to go out, 1t would be necessary to 
fight hım But after a moment, Marjoram said, ‘Have you 
heard any thunder yet?? 

‘Get on with it at once, I sard,’ answered Bigwig ‘Go 
down and get Blackavar and the escort up, and be quick, 
too We'll need to get the Marh out immediately af they’re 
to feed before the storm breaks ° 

arjoram went and Bigwig hurried back to lus own 
burrow Hyzenthlay had lost no tıme Three or four does 
Were crammed into the burrow itself and near-by, 1n a side 
run, Thethuthinang was crouching with several more 
All were silent and fiightened and one or two were close to 
the stupefaction of terror 

‘This ıs no time to go tharn, sud Bigwig ‘Your hves 
depend on domg as I say Listen, now Blachavar and the 
polce guards wall be up dircetly Marjoram wall probably 
come up behind them and you must find some excuse to 
keep him talking Soon after, vou'll hear fighting, because 
I’m going to attach the polet guards When you hear that, 
come up as fist as you can and follow me out into the ficld 
Don’t stop for any thing’ 

As he finished spetlung, he heard the unmistakable sound 
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of Blackavar and the guards approaching, nent 
weary, dragging gait was hke that of no other rabbit. ee 
out waiting for the does to reply, Bigwig retur ned to gl 
mouth of the run. The three rabbits came up in single file, 
Bartsia leading. soiu 

‘Tm afraid I’ve brought you up here for nothing, se 
Bigwig. ‘I’ve just been told that silflay’s cancelled for t 
evening. Have a look outside and you'll see why. J 

As Bartsia went to look out of the hole, Bigwig slippe 
quickly between him and Blackavar. eS 

“Well, 1t looks very stormy, certainly,’ said Bartsia, ‘bu 
shouldn’t have thought — 


‘Now, Blackavar!? cried Bigwig, and leapt on Bartsia 
from behind f 

Bartsia fell forwards out of the hole with Bigwig on top f 
hım He was not a member of the Owslafa for nothing = 
was reckoned a good fighter. As they rolled over on th 
ground, he turned his head and sunk his teeth in Bigwig 5 
shoulder He had been trained to get a grip at once and i 
hold it at all costs More than once in the past this ct 
served him well But in fighting a rabbit of Bigwig’s streng d 
and courage it proved a mistake. His best chance woul 
have been to keep clear and use his claws. He retained his 
hold lke a dog and Bigwig, snarling, brought both his own 
back legs forward, sank his feet in Bartsia’s side and then, 
ignoring the pain in his shoulder, forced himself upwards 
He felt Bartsia’s closed teeth come tearing out through his 
flesh and then he was standing above him as he fell back on 
the ground, kicking helplessly Bigwig leapt clear. It was 


plam that Bartsia’s haunch was injured He struggled, but 
could not get up 


‘Think yourself lucky,’ said Bigwig, bleeding and cursing, 
“that I don’t kull you’? 


Without waiting to sce what Bartsia would do, he jumped 
back into the hole. He foun, 
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knocked him clear across the run and into the prisoner’s 
alcove He picked himself up, panting, and stared at Bigwig 
without a word 

‘Don’t move,” said Bigwig ‘There'll be worse to come if 
you do Blackavar, are you all nght?’ 

“Yes, sir,’ said Blackavar, ‘but what do we do now?’ 

‘Follow me,’ said Bigwig, ‘all of you Come on!’ 

He led the way out again There was no sign of Bartsia, 
but as he looked back to make sure that the others were 
following, he caught a glimpse of the astonished face of 
Avens peering out of the other hole 

‘Captain Chervil wants you!’ he called, and dashed away 
into the field 

As he reached the clump of thistles where he had spoken 
to Kehaar that morning, a long roll of thunder sounded 
from across the valley beyond A few great, warm drops of 
rain were falling Along the western honzon the lower 
clouds formed a single, purple mass, against which distant 
trees stood out mmute and sharp The upper edges rose 
into the hght, a far land of wild mountains Copper- 
Coloured, weightless and motionless, they suggested a glassy 
fragihty lıke that of frost Surely, when the thunder struck 
them agam they would vibrate, tremble and shatter, till 
warm shards, sharp as icicles, fell flashing down from the 
runs Racing through the ochre light, Bigwig was impelled 
by a frenzy of tension and energy He did not feel the wound 
in hus shoulder The storm was his own The storm would 
defeat Dfrafa 

He was well out into the great field and looking for a sight 
of the distant arch when he felt along the ground the first 
Stamping thuds of the alarm He pulled up and Jooked about 
him There did not seem to be any stragglers The docs — 
however many there were ~ were well up with him, but 
Scrttered to eather side Rabbits in flight tend to keep away 
fiom each other and the does had opened out as they left 
the hole If there was a patrol between him and the ron 
ord they would not get past it without loss unless they came 
claser together He would have to collect them, despite the 
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delay. Then another thought came to him. If they could F 

out of sight, their pursuers might be puzzled, for the rain an 

the failing light would make tracking difficult. 
The ram was falling faster now and the wind was seme 

Over on the evening side, a hedge ran down the length o 


the field towards the iron road. He saw Blackavar near-by 
and ran across to him. 


‘I want everyone the other side of that hedge, he se 
“Can you get hold of some of them and bring them t 
way?’ , 

Bigwig remembered that Blackavar knew nothing A 
that they were on the run There was no time to explat 
about Hazel and the river. ` -3 tand 

“Go straight to that ash tree in the hedge,’ he said, are 
take all the does you can pick up on the way. Get throug 
to the other side and T'I] be there as soon as you are r 

At this moment Hyzenthlay and Thethuthinnang cam 
running towards them, followed by two or three other does. 
They were plainly confused and uncertain. oo? 

‘The stamping, Thlayh!? panted Thethuthinnang. 
“They’re coming!’ ; 

“Well, run, then, said Bigwig. ‘Keep near me, all of you. 


hey were better runners than he had dared to hope a 
they made for the ash tree, more does fell in with them an 
1t seemed to hım that they ou 


ght now to be a match for a 
patrol, unless ıt were a very strong one Once through a 
hedge he turned south and, keeping close beside it, le 

them down the slope. There, ahead of him , was the arch in 


the overgrown embankment, But would Hazel be there? 
And where was Kehaar? 


r 
“Well, and what was to happen after that, Nelthilta?’ 
asked Gencral 


Woundwort. ‘Make sure you tell us every- 
thing, because 


we know a good deal already. Let her 
alone, Vervain,’ he added. ‘She can’t talk if you keep cuffing 
her, you fool. 


‘Hyzenthlay said — oh! oh! ~ she said a big bird would 
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attach the Owsla sentries,’ gasped Nelthilta, ‘and we would 
Tun away in the confusion And then ~ 
‘She said a bird would attack the sentries?’ interrupted 
Woundwort, puzzled ‘Are you telling the truth? What sort 
of a bird ?? 
‘I don’t - I don’t know,’ panted Nelthilta ‘The new 
officer ~ she said he had told the bird ~’ 
‘What do you know about a bnd?’ said Woundwort, 
turning to Chervil 
“I reported it, sir,’ replied Chervil ‘Youll not forget, sir, 
that I reported the bird — 
cre was a scuffling outside the crowded Council bur- 
row and Avens came pushing his way in 
“The new officer, sir!’ he cried, ‘He’s gone! Taken a 
crowd of the Mark does with him Jumped on Bartsia and 
broke his leg, sir! Blachavar’s cut and run too We never 
had a chance to stop them Goodness knows how many 
have jomed him Thlayh — it’s Thayli’s domg!” 
‘Thlaylı?? cried Woundwort ‘Embleer Frith, Dll blind 
when I catch hım! Chervil, Vervain, Avens — yes and 
you two as well — come with me Which way has he gone?’ 
‘He was going downhill, sir,? answered Avens 
‘Lead the way you saw him take,’ said Woundwort 
As they came out from the Crixa, two or three of the 
Efrafan officers checked at the sight of the murky light and 
Mcreasing ram But the sight of the General was more 
alarming still Pausing only to stamp the escape alarm, they 
set out behind him towards the iron road 
Very soon they came upon traces of blood which the rain 
ad not yet washed away, and these they followed towards 
the ash tree in the hedge to the west of the warren 


£ 


Bigwig came out from the farther side of the railway arch, 
Sat up and looked round him There was no sign either of 
Hazel or of Kehaar Tor the first tme since he had attacked 
Bartsia he began to feel uncertain and troubled Perhaps, 
after all, Kehaar had not understood his cryptic message 
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that morning? Or had some disaster overtaken m sae 
the rest? If they were dead — scattered — if there was n ai 
left alive to meet him? He and his does would wander a 

the fields until the patrols hunted them down. celf ‘At 

‘No, it shan’t come to that,’ said Bigwig to himsel ' E 
the worst we can cross the river and try to hide in oe 
woodland. Confound this shoulder! It’s going to ies 
nuisance than I thought. Well, Pll try to get them p 
the plank bridge at least. If we're not overtaken ad 
perhaps the rain will discourage whoever’s after us; 
doubt it.’ 

He turned back to the does waiting under the mee see 
of them looked bewildered. Hyzenthlay had haat ee 
they were to be protected by a great bird and that t a 
officer was going to work a secret trick to evade the pea 
~ a trick which would defeat even the General any 
things had not happened They were wet through. Ru hill 
of water were trickling through the arch from the aie d. 
sıde, and the bare earth was beginning to turn into m ck 
Ahead of them, there was nothing to be seen but a aes 
leading through the nettles into another wide and emp 
field 


ail 
‘Come on,’ said Bigwig. ‘It’s not far now and then we 
all be safe This way.” - 


All the rabbits obeyed him at once. There was somethmg 
to be said for Efrafan discr 
they left the arch and met 


Along one side of the field, beside the elms, farm tractors 
had Pounded a br 


was turning muddy now — un 
at least it led Straigh 


“Stop, 


Thlayli! What are you doing here? Where are you 
going?’ 
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Bigwig's Flight to the Test 
Route of Bigwig. —~—— 

Route of Woundwort Se Efrafa'® 
Scale 1 inche about 200 yards ° 


Wilderness 


49 


364 EFRAFA 
Bigwig had been half-expecting Campion to appa a 
had made up his mind to kill him if necessary. But now ad 
he actually saw him at his side, disregarding the storm ae 
the mud, self-possessed as he led his patrol, no more 
four strong, into the thick of a pack of desperate eels 
he could feel only what a pity it was that the two of t Ito 
should be enemies and how much he would have lıke 
have taken Campion with him out of Efrafa | 
‘Go away,’ he said. ‘Don’t try to stop us, Campion: 
don’t want to hurt you.’ igat 
He glanced to his other side ‘Blackavar, get the -a 
close up. If there are any stragglers the patrol will jump 
them 3 R ull 
“You’d do better to give in now, said Campion, 27 
running beside him ‘I shan’t let you out of my sig I 
Wherever you go. There’s an escape patrol on the ales 
heard the signal When they get here you won’t stan 
chance You're bleeding badly now.’ 


“Curse you!’ cried Bigwig, striking at him ‘You'll bleed 
too, before I’ve done.’ 


A , at 
‘Can I fight him, sr?’ said Blackavar ‘He won’t be 
me a second time.’ 


‘No,’ answered Bigwig, ‘he’s only trying to delay us. 
Keep running.’ F 

*Thlaylil!? cried Thethuthinnang suddenly, from beni 
hım ‘The General! The General! Oh, what shall we do 

Bigwig looked back It was indeed a sight to strike terror 


aE 
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‘Never mind, sir, he said ‘You did your very best and it 
nearly came off We may even be able to kill one or two of 
them before it’s finished Some of these does can fight well 
When they're put to it? : 

Bigwig rubbed his nose quichly against Blackavar’s 
Mutilated ear and sat back on his haunches as Woundwort 
came up to them 

‘You dirty httle beast,’ sud Woundwort ‘I hear you’ve 
attacked one of the Council pohce and broken his leg We'll 
settle with you here There’s no need to take you back to 
Efrafa ° 

“You crach-brained slave-driver,’ answered Bigwig ‘I’d 

€ to see you try ° 

“All night,” said Woundwort, ‘that’s enough Who have 
We got? Vervain, Campion, put him down The rest of you, 
Start geting these does back to the warren The prisoner 
you can leave to me’ 

‘Frith sees you!’ cried Bigwig ‘You're not fit to be called 
Bae May Frith blast you and your foul Owsla full of 

Ullres |? 

At that instant a dazzling claw of lightning streaked down 
the length of thesky The hedge and the distant trees seemed 
© leap forward in the brilhance of the flash Immediately 
Upon 1t came the thunder, a high, tearing noise, as though 
some huge thing were being ripped to pieces close above, 
which deepened and turned to enormous blows of dis- 
Solution Then the rain fell hke a waterfall In a few seconds 

© ground was covered with water and over it, to a height 
ot inches, rose a haze formed of a myriad minute splashes 
Stupefied with the shock, unable even to move, the sodden 
Fabbits crouched mert, almost pinned to the earth by the 
rain 

A small voice spoke in Bigwig’s mind 

“Your storm, Thlayl-rah Use it 

Gasping, he struggled up and pushed Blachavar with his 

Ca on,’ he said, ‘get hold of Hyzenthlay We're 

gomg? 
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He shook his head, trying to blink the rain out of his eyes. 
Then ıt was no longer Blackavar who was crouching in front 
of him but Woundwort, drenched in mud and rain, glaring 
and scrabbling in the silt with his great claws. 

‘PI kill you myself,’ said Woundwort 

Fis long front teeth were bared lke the fangs of a rat. 
Afiaid, Bigwig watched him closely. He knew that Wound- 
wort, with all the advantage of weight, would jump and try 
to close with him He must try to avoid him and rely on his 
claws He shifted his ground uneasily and felt himself 
shipping in the mud Why did Woundwort not jump? 
Then he reahzed that Woundwort was no longer looking 
at him, but staring over his head at something beyond, 
something that he himself could not see Suddenly, Wound- 
wort leapt backwards and in the same moment, through the 


all-enveloping sound of the rain, there sounded a raucous 
clamour 


“Yark! Yark! Yark!? 


Some big, white thing was striking at Woundwort, who 
was cowering and guarding his head as best he could. Then 
it was gone, sailing upwards and turning in the rain. 

“Meester Pigvig, ees rabbits come!” 

Sights and feelings swirled through Bigwig as though in a 
dream The things that were happening no longer seemed 
connected by anything except his own dazed senses He 
heard Kehaar screaming as he dived again to attack 
Vervain He felt the rain pouring cold into the open gash 
in his shoulder Through the curtain of rain he glimpsed 
Woundwort dodging among his officers and urging them 
back into the ditch on the edge of the field He saw Black- 
avar striking at Campion and Campion turning to run. 
Then someone beside him was saying, ‘Hullo, Bigwig. 
Bigwig! Bigwig! What do you want us to do?’ It was Silver. 

‘Where’s Hazel?’ he said. 

“Waiting at the boat I say, you’re wounded! What ~ 

“Then get these does down there,’ said Bigwig. 

All was confusion In ones and twos the does, utterly 


bemused and scarcely able to move or to understand what 


ee ee ee ee ee ee ae eee Pe adr A 


was said to them, were urged into getting up and stumbling 
their way down the field Other rabbits begin to appear 
through the rain, Acorn, clearly frightened, but determined 
not to run, Dandelion encouraging Piphin, Speedwell and 
Hawhbit mahing towards Kchaar — the only creature visible 
above the ground-haze Bigwig and Silver brought them 
together as best they could and made them understand that 
they were to help to get the docs away 

‘Go bach to Blachberry, go bach to Blackberry,’ Silver 
hept repeating ‘I left three of our rabbits in different places 
to mark the way bach, he explained to Bigwig ‘Black- 
berry’s first, then Bluebell, then Fiver — he’s quite near the 
river’ 

‘And there zs Blackberry,’ said Bigwig 

‘You did it then, Bigwig,’ said Blackberry, shivering 
‘Was ıt very bad? Good heavens, your shoulder —’ 

“It’s not finished yet,’ said Bigwig ‘Has everyone passed 
you?’ 

‘You're the last,’ said Blachberry ‘Can we go? This 
storm’s terrifying me!” 

Kehaar alighted beside them 

‘Meester Pigvig,’ he said, ‘I fly on dose dam’ rabbits, 
but dey no run, dey get in ditch Ino catch ’emin dere Dey 
coming all along beside you ° 

‘They’ll never give up,’ said Bigwig ‘I warn you, Silver, 
they'll be at us before 1t’s done There’s thich cover ın the 
water-meadow ~ they'll use that Acorn, come back, keep 
away from that ditch!” 

‘Go back to Bluebell! Go back to Bluebell!’ repeated 
Silver, running from side to side 

They found Bluebell by the hedge at the bottom of the 
field He was white-eyed and ready to bolt ` 

“Silver,” he said, ‘I saw a bunch of rabbits — strangers, 
Efrafans, I suppose — come out of the ditch over there 
and shp across into the water-meadow They’re behind 
us now One of them was the biggest rabbit I’ve ever 
seen ? ? 

“Then don’t stay here,’ said Silver “There goes Speed- 
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well. And who’s that? Acorn and two does with him. That’s 
everyone. Come on, quick as you can? 

It was only a short distance now to the river, but among 
the sodden patches of rushes, the bushes and sedge and deep 
puddles, they found it next to impossible to tell their direc- 
tion. Expecting to be attacked at any moment, they scut- 
tered and floundered through the undergrowth, finding 
here a doe and there one of their own rabbits and forcing 
them on. Without Kehaar they would certainly have lost 
all touch with each other and perhaps never reached the 
river The gull kept flying backwards and forwards along 
the direct line to the bank, only alighting now and then to 
guide Bigwig towards some straggling doe whom he had 
spotted going the wrong way : 

“Kehaar,’ said Bigwig, as they waited for A 
to struggle up to them through a half-flattened clump 0 
nettles, ‘will you go and see whether you can spot the 
Efrafans? They can’t be far away. But why haven't they 
attacked us? We’re all so scattered that they could easily do 
us a lot of harm I wonder what they’re up to?’ 

Kehaar was back in a very short time. 

‘Dey hiding at pridge,’ he said, ‘all under pushes I come 
down, dat peeg fella °e make for fight me.’ 

‘Did he?’ said Bigwig ‘The brute’s got courage, TI give 
him that.’ 

‘Dey tink you got to cross river dere or else go all along 
pank Dey not know heem poat You near poat now.’ 

Fiver came running through the undergrowth. 

‘Weve been able to get some of them on the boat, 
Bigwig,’ he said, ‘but most of them won’t trust me. They 
just keep asking where you are.” 

Bigwig ran behind him and came out on the green path 
by the bank All the surface of the river was winking and 

plopping in the rain The level did not appear to have risen 
much as yet The boat was just as he remembered it ~ one 
end against the bank, the other a httle way out in the 
stream On the raised part at the near end Hazel was 
crouching, his ears drooping on either side of his head and 
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his flattened fur complctely blach with ram He was holding 
the taut rope in his teeth Acorn, Hyzenthlay and two more 
were crouching near him on the wood, but the rest were 
huddled here and there along the bank Blachberry was 
trying unsuccessfully to persuade them to get out on the 
boat 
‘Hazel’s afraid to leave the rope,’ he said to Bigwig 
‘Apparently he’s bitten ıt very thin already All these docs 
will say 1s that you’re their officer ’ 
Bigwig turned to Thethuthinnang 
‘This 1s the magic tnch now,’ he said ‘Get them over 
there, where Hyzenthlay’s sitting, do you see? All of them 
- quickly ’ 
Before she could reply, another doe gave a squeal of fear 
A httle way downstream, Campion and his patrol had 
emerged from the bushes and were coming up the path 
From the opposite direction Vervain, Chervil and Ground- 
scl were approaching The doe turned and darted for the 
undergrowth immediately behind her Just as she reached 
1t, Woundwort himself appeared ın her way, reared up and 
dealt her a great, raking blow across the face The doc 
turned once more and ran blindly across the path and on to 
the boat 
Bigwig realized that since the moment when Kehaar had 
attached him in the field, Woundwort had not only 
retained control over his officers but had actually made a 
plan and put ıt into effect The storm and the difficult 
going had upset the fugitives and disorganized them 
Woundwort, on the other hand, had taken his rabbits into 
the ditch and then made use of 1t to get them down to the 
water-meadow, unexposed to further attack from Kehaar 
Once there, he must have gone straight for the plank 
bridge - which he evidently knew about - and set an 
ambush under cover But as soon as he had grasped that for 
some reason the runaways were not making for the bndge 
after all, he had instantly sent Campion to make his way 
round through the undergrowth, regain the bank down- 
Stream and cut them off and Campion had done this 
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without error or delay. Now Woundwort meant to fight 
them, here on the bank. He knew that Kchaar could not be 
everywhere and that the bushes and undergrowth provided 
enough cover, at a pinch, to dodge him. It was true that the 
other side had twice his numbers, but most of them were 
afraid of him and none was a trained Efrafan officer. Now 
that he had them pmned against the river, he would split 
them up and kill as many as possible. The rest could run 
away and come to grief as they might. 

Bigwig began to understand why Woundwort's officers 
followed him and fought for him as they did. 

‘Hes not lke a rabbit at all,’ he thought ‘Fhght’s the 
last thing he ever thinks of If I’d known three nights ago 
what I know now, I don’t believe I’d ever have gone into 
Efrafa I suppose he hasn’t realized about the boat too? It 
wouldn’t surprise me’ He dashed across the grass and 
jumped on the planking beside Hazel 

The appearance of Woundwort had achieved what 
Blackberry and Fiver could not Every one of the does ran 
from the bank to the boat Blackberry and Fiver ran with 
them. Woundwort, following them close, reached the edge 
of the bank and came face to face with Bigwig As he stood 
his ground, Bigwig could hear Blackberry just behind hım, 
speaking urgently to Hazel 


‘Dandelion’s not here,’ said Blackberry. ‘He’s the only 
one ’ 

Hazel spoke for the first time ‘We shall have to leave 
him,’ he answered. ‘It’s a shame, but these fellows will be 
at us in a moment and we can’t stop them ° 

Bigwig spoke without taking his eyes from Woundwotrt. 
‘Just a few more moments, Hazel,’ he said. ‘T'I keep them 
off We can’t leave Dandelion ° 7 

Woundwort sneered up at hım ‘I trusted you, Thlaylı, 
he said ‘You can trust me now You'll either go into the 
river or be torn to pieces here — the whole lot of you. 
There’s nowhere left to run’ 

Bigwig had caught sight of Dandelion looking out of the 
undergrowth opposite He was plainly at a loss. 
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*Gioundsel! Vervain!’ said Woundwort ‘Come over 
here beside me When I give the word, we’ll go straight into 
them As for that bird, it’s not dangerous ~ 

‘There itis!’ cried Bigwig Woundwort looked up quickly 
and leapt bach Dandelion shot out of the bushes, crossed 
the path ın a flash and was on the boat beside Hazel In the 
same moment the rope parted and immediately the httle 
punt began to move along the bank ın the steady current 
When it had gone a few yards, the stern swung slowly 
outwards, until 1t was broadside on to the stream In this 
position it drifted to the middle of the river and into the 
southward bend 

Looking bach, the last thing Bigwig saw was the face of 
General Woundwort staring out of the gap in the willow- 
herb where the boat had lain It reminded hım of the 
kestrel on Watership Down, which had pounced into the 
mouth of the hole and missed the mouse 


e+ 
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Boatman dance, boatman sing, 
Boatman do most anything, 
Dance, boatman, dance 
Dance all mght till the broad daylight, 
Go home with the girls ın the morning Ñ 
Hey, ho, boatman row, 
Sailing down the river on the Ohro 


American Folk Song 


On almost any other river, Blackberry’s plan would not have 
worked The punt would not have left the bank or if ıt had, 
would have run aground or been fouled by weeds or some 
other obstruction But here, on the Test, there were no sub- 
merged branches and no gravel spits or beds of weed above 
the surface at all From bank to bank the current, regular and 
unvaried, flowed as fast as a man strolling The punt shipped 
downstream smoothly, without any alteration of the speed 
which it had gained within a few yards of leaving the bank 
Most of the rabbits had very little idea of what was 
happening The Efrafan does had never seen a river and ıt 
would certainly have been beyond Pipkin or Hawkbit to 
explain to them that they were on a boat They — and nearly 
all the others — had simply trusted Hazel and done as they 
were told But all - bucks and does alike — realized that 
Woundwort and his followers had vanished Weanied by all 
they had gone through, the sodden rabbits crouched with- 
out talking, incapable of any feeling but a dull rehef and 
without even the energy to wonder what was going to 
happen next 
That they should feel any relicf— dull or otherwise ~ was 
remarkable in the circumstances and showed both how little 
they understood their situation and how much fear Wound- 
wort could inspire, for their escape from him seemed to be 
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their only good fortune. The rain was still falling. Already so 
wet that they no longer felt it, they were nevertheless 
sshivering with cold and weighted with their drenched fur. 
The punt was holding over half an inch of rainwater. ‘There 
was one small, slatted floorboard and this was floating Some 
of the rabbits, ın the first confusion of boarding the punt, 
had found themselves m this water, but now all had got 
clear of it - most either to bows or stern, though Thethuthin- 
nang and Speedwell were hunched on the narrow thwart, 
amidships In addition to their discomfort, they were ex- 
posed and helpless Finally, there was no way of controlling 
the punt and they did not know where they were going. But 
these last were troubles beyond the understanding of every- 
one but Hazel, Fiver and Blackberry 
Bigwig had collapsed beside Hazel and lay on hus side, 
exhausted. The feverish courage had gone which had 
brought him from Efrafa to the mver and his wounded 
shoulder had begun to hurt badly In spite of the rain and 
the throbbing pulse down his foreleg, he felt ready to sleep 
where he was, stretched upon the planking. He opened his 
eyes and looked up at Hazel. 

‘I couldn’t do it again, Hazel,’ he said. _ 

‘You haven’t got to,’ replied Hazel 

‘It was touch and go, you know,’ said Bigwig ‘A chance 
in a thousand ° 

‘Our children’s children will hear a good story,’ answered 
Hazel, quotmg a rabbit proverb. ‘How did you get that 
wound? It’s a nasty one’ 

‘I fought a member of the Council police,’ said Bigwig 

‘A what?’ The term ‘Owslafa’ was unknown to Hazel. 

‘A duty little beast lke Hufsa,’ said Bigwig 

‘Did you beat him?’ 

‘Oh yes ~ or I shouldn’t be here I should think he’ll stop 
running I say, Hazcl, we’ve got the does What’s going to 
happen now?’ 

“I don’t know,” said Hazel ‘We need one of these clever 
rabbits to tell us. And Kehaar - where’s he gone? He’s sup- 
posed to hnow about this thing were sitting on.” 
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Dandelion, crouching beside Hazel, got up at the mention 
of ‘clever rabbits’, made his way across the puddled floor 
and returned with Blachberry and Fiver 

“We’re all wondering what to do neat,’ said Hazel 

“Well,” said Blackberry, ‘I suppose we shall drift into the 
bank before long and then we can get out and find cover 
There’s no harm, though, in gomg a good long way from 
those friends of Bigwig’s ’ 

‘There is,’ said Hazel ‘We’re stuch here in full view and 
we can’t run Ifa man sees us we’re n trouble’ 

‘Men don’t like rain,’ said Blackberry ‘Neither do I, if ıt 
comes to that, but ıt makes us safer just now’ 

At this moment Hyzenthlay, sittmg just behind him, 
started and looked up 

‘Excuse me, sir, for interrupting you,’ she said, as though 
speaking to an officer ın Efrafa, ‘but the bird — the white 
bird — it’s coming towards us’ 

Kehaar came flying up the river through the ram and 
alighted on the narrow side of the punt The does nearest to 
him backed away nervously 

“Meester *Azel,’ he said, ‘pridge come You see xm 
pridge?? 

It had not occurred to any of the rabbits that they were 
floating beside the path up which they had come earlier that 
evening before the storm brohe They were on the opposite 
side of the hedge of plants along the bank and the whole 
river looked different But now they saw, not far ahead, the 
bridge which they had crossed when they first came to the 
Test four nights before This they recognized at once, for it 
looked the same as ıt had from the bank 

‘Maybe you go under ’1m, maybe not,’ sad Kehaar ‘But 
you sit dere, ees trouble ’ 

The bridge stretched from bank to bank between two low 
abutments It was not arched Its under-side, made of iron 
girders, was perfectly straight — parallel with the surface and 
about eight inches above it Just in time Hazel saw what 
Kehaar meant Ifthe punt did pass under the bridge without 

sticking, ıt would do so by no more than a claw’s breadth 
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? 
‘Get down ın the bottom! Get down in the bottom j 
said. ‘Silver, Hawkbit — all of you. Never mind an ‘ 
You, and you ~ what’s your name? Oh, Blackavar, is it: 
get everyone into the bottom. Be quick. 


flying, However, though dazed a 
have escaped inj 


wasn’t quick enough, Hazel-rah,’ he said. ‘I’d better 
8° to Efrafa for a bit? 


” 3 
“You'd be Wasted,’ said Hazel ‘But Pm afraid there’s 
someone at the other end wh 


nd bruised, he seemed to 


THE BRIDGES 377 


Hazel could not tell He saw Hyzenthlay beside her and it 
scemed to him that since there was nothing he could do to 
help, ıt would probably be best to let them alone He looked 
round at his bedraggled, shivering comrades and then at 
Kehaar, spruce and brisk on the stern 

“We ought to get back on the bank, Kehaar,’ he said 
“How can we do 1t? Rabbits weren’t meant for this, you 
know’ 

“You not stop poat But again 1s nudder pridge more °E 
stop "im? 

There was nothing to be done but wait They drifted on 
and came to a second bend, where the river curved west- 
wards The current did not slacken and the punt came 
round the bend almost in the middle of the stream, revolving 
as ıt did so The rabbits had been frightened by what had 
happened to Acorn and to the doe, and remamed squatting 
muserably, halfin and half out of the bilge Hazel crept back 
to the raised bow and looked ahead 

The river broadened and the current slackened He 
realized that they had begun to drift more slowly The 
nearer bank was high and the trees stood close and thick, 
but on the farther bank the ground was low and open 
Grassy, 1t stretched away, smooth as the mown gallops on 
Watership Down Hazel hoped that they might somehow 
drop out of the current and reach that side, but the punt 
moved quietly on, down the very centre of the broad pool 
The open bank shpped by and now the trees towered on 
both sides Downstream, the pool was closed by the second 
bridge, of which Kehaar had spoken 

It was old, built of darkened brichs Ivy trailed over it and 
the valerian and creeping mauve toadflax Well out from 
either bank stood four low arches - scarcely more than 
culverts, each filled by the stream to within a foot of the 
apex Through them, thin segments of daylight showed 
from the downstream side The piers did not project, but 
against each lay a httle accumulation of flotsam, from 
which driftweed and sticks continually broke away to be 
carried through the bridge 


378 HAZEL-RAH 


It was plain that the punt would drift against the bridge 
and be held there As it approached, Hazel dropped back 
into the bilge-water But this time there was no need. 
Broadside on, the punt struck gently against two of the piers 
and stopped, pinned squarely across the mouth of one of the 
central culverts It could go no further. 

They had floated not quite half a mile in just over fifteen 
minutes. 

Hazel put his forepaws on the low side and looked 
gingerly over upstream. Immediately below, a shallow 
ripple spread all along the water-line, where the current met 
the woodwork, It was too far to yump to the shore and both 
banks were steep. He turned and looked upwards The 
brickwork was sheer, with a projecting course half-way 
between him and the parapet. There was no scrambling up 
that 

‘What’s to be done, Blackberry?’ he asked, making his 
way to the bolt fixed on the bow, with its ragged remnant of 
painter. “You got us on this thing. How do we get off?’ 

‘I don’t know, Hazel-rah,’ replied Blackberry, ‘Of all the 
ways we could finish up, I never thought of this. It looks as 
though we’ll have to swim °’ 


‘Swim?’ said Silver. ‘I don’t fancy ıt, Hazel-rah. I know 


it’s no distance, but look at those banks, The current would 


take us down before we could get out: and that means into 
one of these holes under the bridge.’ 

Hazel tried to look through the arch. There was very little 
to be seen. The dark tunnel was not long — perhaps not 
much longer than the punt itself The water looked smooth. 


There seemed to be no obstructions and there was room 
for the head of a swimming animal between the surface of 
the water and the a 


Standing in the 
these were all 
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dismally up the culvert The hard, ninging norse from under 
the soffit, so much unlike any sound to be heard ın an earth 
tunnel, was disturbing Hazel returned to Blackberry and 
Silver 

“This 1s as bad a fix as we’ve been in,’ he said ‘We can’t 
stay here, but I can’t see any way out’ - 

Kehaar appeared on the parapet above them, flapped the 
ran out of his wings and dropped down to the punt 

‘Ees finish poat, he said ‘Not vart more’ 

‘But how can we get to the bank, Kehaar?’ said Hazel 

The gull was surprised ‘Dog sveem, rat sveem You no 
svecem?’ 

“Yes, we can swim as long as 1t’s not very far But the 
banks are too steep for us, Kehaar We wouldn’t be able to 
stop the current taking us down one of these tunnels and we 
don’t know what’s at the other end’ 

‘Ees goot — you get out fine’ 

Hazel felt at a loss What exactly was he to understand 
from this? Kehaar was not a rabbit Whatever the Big 
Water was like, 1t must be worse than this and Kehaar was 
used to it He never said much m any case and what he did 
say was always restricted to the simplest, since he spoke no 
Lapine He was doing them a good turn because they had 
saved his life but, as Hazel knew, he could not help despising 
them for tumid, helpless, stay-at-home creatures who could 
not fly He was often ımpatıent Did he mean that he had 
looked at the river and considered ıt as 1f he were a rabbit? 
That there was slack water immediately below the bridge, 
with a low, shelving bank where they could get out easily? 
That seemed too much to hope for Or did he simply mean 

that they had better hurry up and take a chance on being 
able to do what he himself could do without difficulty ? This 
seemed more hhely Suppose one of them did jump out of 
the boat and go down with the current - what would that 
tell the others, 1f he did not come back? 
Poor Hazel looked about him Silver was liching Bigwig’s 
wounded shoulder Blackberry was fidgeting on and off the 
thwart, strung-up, able to feel only too clearly all that Hazel 
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felt himself. As he stil] hesitated, Kehaar let out a squawk., 

‘Yark! Dam’ rabbits no goot. Vat I do, I show you.’ 

He tumbled clumsily off the raised bow. There was no gap 
between the punt and the dark mouth of the culvert. Sitting 

low in the water lıke a mallard, he floated into the tunnel 
and vanished. Peering after him, Hazel could at first see 
nothing Then he made out Kehaar’s shape black against 
the light at the far end It floated into daylight, turned side- 
ways and passed out of the restricted view. 

“What does that prove?’ said Blackberry, his teeth 
chattering. ‘He may have flown off the surface or put his 
great webbed feet down It’s not he that’s soaked through 
and shivering and twice as heavy with wet fur.’ 

Kehaar reappeared on the parapet above. 

“You go now,’ he said shortly, 

Still the wretched Hazel hung back His leg had begun to 
hurt agam The sight of Bigwig — Bigwig of all rabbits — at 
the end of his tether, half-unconscious, playing no part in 
this desperate exploit, lowered his courage still more. He 
knew that he had not got it in him to jump into the water. 
The horrible situation was beyond him He stumbled on the 
slippery planking and as he sat up found Fiver beside him. 

‘TI go, Hazel,’ said Fiver quietly. ‘I think it'll be all 
right.’ 

He put his front paws on the edge of the bow. Then, on 
the instant, all the rabbits froze motionless. One of the does 
stamped on the puddled floor of the punt. From above came 
the sounds of approaching footsteps and men’s voices, and 
the smell of a burning white stick. 

Kehaar flew away. Not a rabbit moved The footsteps 
grew nearer, the voices louder They were on the bridge 
above, no farther away than the height of a hedge. Every 

was seized by the instinct to run, to go 
el saw Hyzenthlay looking at him and 
returned her stare, willing her with all his might to keep still 
The voices, the smell of men’s sweat, of leather, of white 
sticks, the pain in his leg, the damp, chuckling tunnel at his 
very car ~ he had known them all before. How could the 
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men not see him? They must see him He was lying at their 
feet He was wounded They were coming to pick him up 
Then the sound and smells were receding into the 
distance, the thudding of the footsteps dimimshed The men 
had crossed the bridge without looking over the parapet 
They were gone 
Hazel came to ‘That settles it,’ he said ‘Everyone’s got to 
swim Come on, Bluebell, you say you’re a water-rabbit 
Follow me’ He got on the thwart and went along ıt to the 
side 
But ıt was Pipkin that he found next to him 
‘Quick, Hazel-rah,’ said Pipkin, twitching and trembling 
‘PIL come too Only be quick ’ 
Hazel shut his eyes and fell over the side into the water 
As in the Enborne, there was an instant shock of cold 
But more than this, and at once, he felt the pull of the 
current He was being drawn away by a force lke a high 
wind, yet smooth and silent He was drifting helplessly down 
a suffocating, cold run, with no hold for his feet Full of fear, 
he paddled and struggled, got his head up and took a breath, 
scrabbled his claws against rough bricks underwater and 
lost them again as he was dragged on Then the current 
slackened, the run vanished, the dark became hight and 
there were leaves and sky above him once more Still 
struggling, he fetched up against something hard, bumped 
off at, struck it again and then for a moment touched soft 
ground He floundered forwards and found that he was 
dragging himself through hquid mud He was out on a 
clammy bank He lay panting for several moments and then 
wiped his face and opened his eyes The first thing he saw 


was Pipkin, plastered with mud, crawling to the banh a 
few fect away 

Full of elation and confidence, all his terrors forgotten, 
Hazel crawled over to Pipkin and together they slipped into 
the undergrowth He said nothing and Pipkin did not seem 
to expect him to speah From the shelter of a clump of 
purple loosestrife they looked back at the river 

The water came out from the bridge into a second pool 
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All round, on both banks, trees and undergrowth sae 
close There was a kind of swamp here and it was Bar = 
tell where water ended and woodland began Plants gr ee 
clumps both in and out of the muddy shallows. The botto h 
was covered with fine silt and mud that was half water ee 
in this the two rabbits had made furrows as they sae 
themselves to shore Running diagonally across the ae ’ 
from the brickwork of the bridge near the opposite bank to 
a point a httle below them on their own side, was a ive 
of thin, vertical iron rods In the cutting season the eee 
weed, drifting in tangled mats from the fishing hers a 
above, was held against this grating and raked out o i 
pool by men ın waders, who piled it to be used as nan 
rubbish-heap of rotting wee 

a green, rank-smelling place, 


said Hazel, gazing with satisfaction 
de, ‘I should have ti usted him 


a third rabbit came swimming out from 
under the bridge. The sight of him 


aware of Hazel and Pipkin when they came up to him. After 


a little while, however, he began to cough, vomited some 
water and sat up. 


“Are you all right?’ asked Hazel. 


ore or less,’ said Blackavar ‘But have we got to do 
much more tonight, sir? I’m very tired ’ 


O, you can rest here,’ said Hazel ‘But why did you 
risk ıt on your ow 


n? We might already have gone under 
for all you knew ’ 


‘I thought you gave an order,’ replied Blackavar 
‘I see,’ said Hazel. “Well, at that rate you’re going to find 


us a sloppy lot, I’m afraid Was there anyone else who 
looked hike coming when you Jumped ın?’ 
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“I think they’re a bit nervous,’ answered Blachava: ‘You 
can’t blame them ° 

‘No, but the trouble 1s that anything can happen,’ said 
Hazel, fretting ‘They may all go tharn, sittmg there The 
men may come back If only we could tell them it’s all 
nght — 

‘I think we can, sir,’ said Blackavar ‘Unless I’m wrong, 
1t’s only a matter of slipping up the bank there and down 
the other side Shall I go?’ 

Hazel was disconcerted From what he had gathered, this 
was a disgraced prisoner from Efrafa - not even a member 
of the Owsla, apparently and he had just said that he felt 
exhausted He was going to tahe some living up to 

“We'll both go,’ he said ‘Hlao-roo, can you stay here and 
keep a look-out? With any luck, they’ll start commg through 
to you Help them if you can’ 

Hazel and Blachavar slipped through the drıppıng under- 
growth The grass track which crossed the bridge ran above 
them, at the top ofa steep bank They chmbed the banh and 
looked out cautiously from the long grass at the verge The 
track was empty and there was nothing to be heard or smelt 
They crossed it and reached the end of the bridge on the up- 
Stream side Here the bank dropped almost sheer to the river, 
some six feet below Blackavar scrambled down without hesi- 
tation, but Hazel followed more slowly Just above the 
bridge, between it and a thorn-bush upstream, was a ledge 
of turf which overhung the water Out ın the river, a few 
feet away, the punt lay against the weedy piers 

‘Silver!’ said Hazel, ‘Fiver! Come on, get them into the 
water It’s all right below the bridge Get the does ın first, 
ae can There’s no time to lose The men may come 

ack * 

It was no easy matter to rouse the torpid, bewildered does 
and make them understand what they had to do Silver 
went from one to another Dandelion, as soon as he saw 
Hazel on the bank, went at once to the bow and plunged in 
Speedwell followed, but as Fiver was about to go Silver 
stopped him 
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‘Ifall our bucks go, Hazel,’ he said, ‘the does will be left 
alone and I don’t think theyll manage it.’ 

‘They'll obey Thlayh, str,’ said Blackavar, before Hazel 
could reply. ‘I think he’s the one to get them started. 

Bigwig was still lying in the bilge water, in the place he 
had taken up when they came to the first bridge. He seemed 
to be asleep, but when Silver nuzzled him he raised his head 
and looked about in a dazed manner, 

‘Oh, hullo, Silver,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid this shoulder of 
mine’s going to be a bother, I feel awfully cold, too. Where’s 
Hazel?? 

Silver explained, Bigwig got up with difficulty and they 
saw that he was still bleeding. He limped to the thwart and 
chmbed on xt, 

“Hyzenthlay,’ he said, ‘your friends can’t be any wetter, 
so we'll get them to jump in now. One by one, don’t you 
think? Then there'll be no risk of them scratching or hurting 
each other as they swim.’ 


In spite of what Blackavar had said, it was a long time 
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help, pulled himself out Hazel and several of the others were 
waiting for him, but he cut them short with a flash of his old, 
bullying manner 

‘Come on, get out of the way,’ he said, ‘I’m going to sleep 
now, Hazel, and Frith help you if you say I’m not ’ 

‘Thats how we go on, you see,’ said Hazel to the staring 
Blackavar ‘You'll get used to it after a bit Now, let’s look 
for somewhere dry that no one else has found and then per- 
haps we can sleep too’ 

Every dry spot among the undergrowth seemed to be 
crowded with eahausted, sleeping rabbits After searching 
for a time they found a fallen tree-trunk, from the under 
side of which the bark had pulled away They crept beneath 
the twigs and leaves, settled themselves in the smooth, 
curved trough — which soon took on some of the warmth of 
their bodies — and slept at once 


40 The Way Back 


Dame Hickory, Dame Hichory 
Here’s a wolf at your door, 
His teeth grinning white, 
And his tongue wagging sore! 
‘Nay,’ said Dame Hickory, ‘Ye False Faerie”? 
But a wolf t'was indeed, and famished was he 


Walter de la Mare Dame Hickory 


The first thing that Hazel learned the next morning was that 
Thrayonlosa had died during the mght Thethuthmnang 
was distressed, for 1t was she who had picked Thrayonlosa 
as one of the more sturdy and sensible does in the Mark and 
persuaded her to jom in the escape After they had come 
through the bridge together, she had helped her ashore and 
fallen asleep beside her in the undergrowth, hoping that she 
might have recovered by the neat day But she had woken 
to find Thrayonlosa gone and, searching, had found her ina 
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clump of reeds downstream. Evidently the poor creature 
had felt that she was going to die and, in the manner of 
animals, had shpped away. 

The news depressed Hazel. He knew that they had been 
lucky to get so many does out of Efrafa and to escape from 
Woundwort without having to stand and fight. The plan 
had been a good one, but the storm and the frightening 
efficiency of the Efrafans had nearly defeated it. For all the 
courage of Bigwig and of Silver, they would have failed 
without Kehaar Now Kehaar was going to leave them. 
Bigwig was wounded and his own leg was none too good. 
With the does to look after, they would not be able to travel 
in the open as fast or as easily as they had on the way down 
from Watership He would have liked to stay where they 
were for a few days, so that Bigwig could recover his strength 
and the does find their feet and get used to life outside a 
warren. But the place, he realized, was hopelessly inhospit- 
able. Although there was good cover, it was too wet for 
rabbits Besides, ıt was evidently close to a road busier than 
any they had known Soon after daylight they began to hear 
and smell hrududil passing, not so far away as the breadth of 
a small field. There was continual disturbance and the does 
In particular were startled and uneasy Thrayonlosa’s death 
made matters worse Worried by the noise and vibration 


and unable to feed, the does kept wandering downstream to 
look at the body and whisper t 


who pointed out that probably 
men found the boat: then very 
by for some time This decided 
et out at once and try to reach 
ld rest more easily. He could 


case the way home, 


Talang Bigwig with him, he climbed the bank to the grass 
track. The first thing they saw was Kehaar, picking slugs out 
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of a clump of hemlock near the bridge They came up to 
hım without speaking and began to nibble the short grass 
nearby 

After a little while Kehaar said, ‘Now you getting 
mudders, Meester "Azel All go finc, ch?’ 

“Yes We'd never have done it without you, Kehaar I 
hear you turned up just in time to save Bigwig last night ’ 
‘Dis bad rabbit, pig fella, ’e go fight me Plenty clever 
too’ 

“Yes He got a shoch for once, though ” 

‘Ya, ya Meester ’Azel, soon is men come Vat you do 
now?? 


ete going back to our warren, Kehaar, if we can get 
there ° 

‘Les finish here now for me I go to Peeg Vater ’ 

‘Shall we see you again, Kcehaar?’ 

“You go bach hills? Stay dere?’ 

“Yes, we mean to get there It’s going to be hard going 
with so many rabbits, and there’ll be Efrafan patrols to 
dodge, I expect ° 

“You get dere, later on ees vinter, plenty cold, plenty 
storm on Peeg Vater Plenty bird come ın Den I come back, 
See you vere you live ’ f 

‘Don’t forget, then, Kehaar, will you?’ said Bigwig ‘We 
shall be looking out for you Come down suddenly, hike you 
did last might ° X 

‘Ya, ya, frighten all mudders und lıddle rabbits, all lıddle 

18vigs run avay’ 

Kaaa ached his wings and rose into the air He flew 
Over the parapet of the bridge and upstream Then he 
turned ın a circle to the left, came back over the grass track 
and flew straight down it, skimmung just over the rabbits 
heads He gave one of his raucous cries and was gone to the 
Southward They gazed after him as he disappeared above 
the trees é : 

“Oh fly away, great bird so white,’ said Bigwig ‘You 
know, he made me feel I could fly too That Big Water! I 
wish I could see ıt?’ 
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As they continued to look in the direction where Kehaar 
had gone, Hazel noticed for the first time a cottage at the 
far end of the track, where the grass sloped up to join the 
road. A man, taking care to keep still, was leaning over the 
hedge and watching them intently. Hazel stamped and 
bolted into the undergrowth of the swamp, with Bigwig hard 
on his heels. 

‘You know what he’s thinking about?’ said Bigwig. ‘He’s 
thinking about the vegetables in his garden ’ 

‘I know,’ replied Hazel. ‘And we shan’t be able to keep 
this lot away from them once they get the idea into their 
heads The quicker we push on the better.’ 

Shortly afterwards the rabbits set out across the park to 
the north Bigwig soon found that he was not up to a long 
journey. His wound was painful and the shoulder muscle 
would not stand hard use. Hazel was still lame and the does, 
though willing and obedient, showed that they knew little 
about the life of hlessil It was a trying tıme. 

In the days that followed — days of clear sky and fine 
weather — Blackavar proved his worth again and again, until 
Hazel came to rely on him as much as on any of his veterans. 
There was a great deal more to him than anyone could have 
guessed. When Bigwig had determined not to come out of 
Efrafa without Blackavar, he had been moved entirely by 
pity for a miserable, helpless victim of Woundwort’s ruth- 
lessness It turned out, however, that Blackavar, when not 
crushed by humuliation and ill-treatment, was a good cut 
above the ordinary. His story was an unusualone His mother 
had not been born an Efrafan She had been one of the 

rabbits taken prisoner when Woundwort attacked the 
warren at Nutley Copse She had mated with an Efrafan 
captain and had had no other mate He had been killed on 
Wide Patrol Blackavar, proud of his father, had grown up 
with the resolve to become an officer in the Owsla But 
together with this —- and paradoxically — there had come to 
him from his mother a certain resentment against Efrafa 
and a feeling that they should have no more of him than he 
cared to give them Captain Mallow, to whose Mark — the 
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Right Fore - he had been sent on trial, had praised his 
courage and endurance but had not failed to notice the 
proud detachment of his nature When the Right Flank 
needed a jumor officer to help Captam Chervil, it was 
Avens and not Blackavar who had been selected by the 
Council Blackavar, who knew his own worth, felt convinced 
that his mother’s blgod had prejudiced the Council against 
him While still full of his wrongs he had met Hyzenthlay 
and made himself a secret friend and adviser of the dis- 
contented does in the Right Fore He had begun by urging 
them to try to get the Council’s consent to their leaving 
Efrafa If they had succeeded they would have asked for 
him to be allowed to go with them But when the does’ 
deputation to the Council failed, Blackavar turned to the 
idea of escape At first he had meant to take the does with 
him but his nerve, strained to the limit, as Bigwig’s had 
been, by the dangers and uncertainties of conspiracy, had 
given way and ın the end he had simply made a dash on his 
Own, to be caught by Campion Under the punishment 
inflicted by the Council his mercurial spit had fallen low 
and he had become the apathetic wretch the sight of whom 
had so much shocked Bigwig Yet at the whispered message 
in the hraka-pit this spirit had flickered up agam where 
another’s might well have failed to do so, and he had been 
ready to set all on the hazard and have another shot Now, 
free among these easy-going strangers, he saw himself as a 
tramed Efrafan, using his skill to help them in their need 
Although he did all that he was told, he did not hesitate to 
make suggestions as well, particularly when ıt came to 
reconnoitring and looking for signs of danger Hazel, who 
Was ready to accept advice from anybody when he thought 
1t was good, hstened to most of what he said and was con- 
tent to leave ıt to Bigwig — for whom, niturally, Blackavar 
entertained a tremendous respect — to see that he did not 
over-reach himself in hus warm-hearted, rather candid zeal 

After two or three days of slow, careful journeying, with 
many halts in cover, they found themselves, late one after- 
noon, once more in sight of Caesar’s Belt, but further west 
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than before, close to a httle copse at the top of some rising 
ground Everyone was tired and when they had fed r 
‘Evening silflay every day, just as you promused, 
Hyzenthlay to Bigwig — Bluebell and Speedwell suggeste 
that ıt might be worth while to dig some scrapes in the hght 
soil under the trees and live there for a day or two. Hazel 
felt willmg enough, but Fiver needed persuasion. , 
ʻI know we can do with a rest, but somehow I don’t 
altogether like ıt, Hazel-rah, he said. ‘I suppose I’ve got to 
try to think why?’ s] 
‘Not on my account, answered Hazel. ‘But I doubt you 
shift the others this time. One or two of these does are 
“ready for mudder”, as Kehaar would say, and that’s the 
real reason why Bluebell and the rest are prepared to be at 
the trouble of digging scrapes Surely it’ll be all right at that 
rate, won’t 1t? You know what they say — “Rabbit under- 
ground, rabbit safe and sound ”.? N 
‘Well, you may be right,’ said Fiver. ‘That Vilthuril’s a 
beautiful doe I’d hke a chance to get to know her better. 
After all, it’s not natural to rabbits, ıs it? — on and on day 
after day ’ ; 
Later, however, when Blackavar returned with Dandelion 
from a patrol they had undertaken on their own initiative, 
he came out more strongly against the idea. ; 
“This 1s no place to stop, Hazel-rah,’ he said. ‘No Wide 


Patrol would bivouac here. It’s fox country. We ought to 
try to get further before dark? 


ng him a good deal 
nd surly. It seemed to 
g clever at other people’s 
y would have to go on, tired 
y came to somewhere which was 
suntable by Efrafan standards. There they would be as safe ~ 
nO more and no less ~ than they would have been if they had 
Stayed at this copse, but Blackavar would be the clever 
fji» whe had saved them from a fox that had never 
merited outide his own fancy. His Efrafan scoutcraft act was 


Levine to hep hore. It was time someone called his bluff. 


during the afternoon and he felt low a 
him that Blackavar was bem 
expense If he got his way the 
as they were, until the 
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next day, sure enough, all the rabbits felt a great deal better 
for a night underground. As Hazel had foreseen, there was 
some mating and a scuffle or two, but no one was hurt. By 
the evening a kind of holiday spirit prevailed. Hazel’s leg 
was stronger and Bigwig felt fitter than at any time since he 
went into Efrafa. The does, harassed and bony two days 
before, were beginning to look quite sleek, 

On the second morning, silflay did not begin until some 
time after dawn A hght wind was blowing straight into the 
north bank of the copse, where the scrapes had been dug, 
and Bluebell, when he came up, swore he could smell 
rabbits on it. : 

“It’s old Holly pressing his chin glands for us, Hazel-rah, 
he said. ‘A rabbit’s sneeze on the morning breeze sets home- 
sick hearts aglow ~ . 

‘Sitting with his rump in a chicory clump and longing 
for a nice plump doe,’ replied Hazel 

“That won’t do, Hazel-rah,’ said Bluebell. ‘Ee’s got two 
does up there.’ f 

‘Only hutch-does,’ repled Hazel. ‘I dare say they're 
fairly tough and fast by now, but all the same they’ll never 
be quite lıke our own kind Clover, for instance — she’d 
never go far from the hole on silflay, because she knew she 
couldn’t run as fast as we can But these Efrafan does, you 
see — they’ve been kept in by sentries all their hives. Yet now 
there aren’t any, they wander about quite happily. Look at 
those two, right away under the bank there. They feel they 
can — oh great Frith!’ 

As he spoke a tawny shape, dog-hke, sprang out of the 

overhanging nut-bushes as silently as light from behind a 


veered and the reek of fox came over the grass. With stamp- 
ing and flashing of tails every rabbit on the slope dashed for 


Hazel and Bluebell found themselves crouched with 
Blackavar. The Ef afan was matter-of-fact and detached, 
‘Poor little beast,’ he said. ‘You see, their instincts are 
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weakened by lıfe m the Mark Fancy feedig under bushes 
on the windward side of a wood! Never mind, Hazel-rah, 
these things happen But look, I tell you what Unless there 
are two hombil, which would be very bad luck, we’ve got 
tll m-Frith at least to get away That homba won’t be 
hunting any more for some tıme I suggest we all move on as 
soon as we can’ 

With a word of agreement, Hazel went out to call the 
rabbits together They made a scattered but swift run to the 
north-east, along the edge of a field of rıpenmg wheat No 
one spoke of the doe They had covered more than three- 
quarters of a mile before Bigwig and Hazel halted to rest 
and to make sure that no one had fallen behind As Black- 
avar came up with Hyzenthlay, Bigwig said, 

“You told us how ıt would be, didn’t you? And I was the 
one who wouldn’t listen ° 

‘Told you?’ sard Blackavar ‘I don’t understand ° 

‘That there was hkely to be a fox’ 

‘I don’t remember, I’m afraid But I don’t see that any of 
us could possibly have known Anyway, what’s a doe more 
or less?? 

Bigwig looked at him in astonishment but Blackavar, ap. 
parently unconcerned either to stress what he had said or to 
break off the talk, simply began to nibble the grass Bigwig, 
puzzled, moved away and himself began to feed a httle 
distance off, with Hyzenthlay and Hazel ; 

‘What’s he gettung at?’ he asked after a while ‘You were 
all there when he warned us, two nights ago, that there wag 
likely to be a fox. I treated him badly : 

‘In Efrafa? sud Hyzenthlay, ‘if a rabbit gave advice and 
the advice wasn’t accepted, he ummedhately forgot it and so 
did everyone else Blachavar thought what Hazel decided, 
and whether it turned out later to be mght or wrong was all 
the same [is own advice had never been piven’ 

“I can bihese thut? sud Bigwig ‘Lfrafi! Ants led bya 


dog! But we're not m Efraf: now. Has he really forgotten 
+ 
that he warned us? 


‘Prob ably he really his But whether or not, vou'd never 
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get him to admit that he warned you or to listen while you 
told him he’d been right. He could no more do that than 
pass hraka underground.’ 
‘But you’re an Efrafan. Do you think like that too?’ 
‘Pm a doe,’ said Hyzenthlay. 


k 


During the early afternoon they began to approach the 
Belt and Bigwig was the first to recognize the place we 
Dandelion had told the story of the Black Rabbıt o 
Inlé. 

‘It was the same fox, you know,’ he said to Hazel ‘That's 
almost certain. I ought to have realized how likely it was 
that ~’ 

‘Look here,’ said Hazel, ‘ you know very well what we owe 
to you The does all think El-ahrairah sent you to get them 
out of Efrafa. They believe no one else could have done 1t. 
As for what happened this morning, it was my fault as much 
as yours. But I never supposed we would get home without 
_ losmg some rabbits. In fact we’ve lost two and that’s better 
than I expected We can get back to the Honeycomb tonight 
if we press on. Let’s forget about the homba now, Bigwig — 
it can’t be altered — and try to — Hullo, who’s this?’ 

They were coming to a thicket of Juniper and dog-roses, 
tangled at ground level with nettles and trails of bryony on 
which the berries were now beginning to ripen and turn red. 
As they stopped to pick a hne into the undergrowth, four 
big rabbits appeared out of the long grass and sat looking 
down at them. One of the does, coming up the slope a httle 
way behind, stamped and turned to bolt. They heard 
Blackavar check her sharply. 

“Well, why don’t you answer his question, Thlayh ?? said 
one of the rabbits. ‘Who am I?’ 

There was a pause. Then Hazel spoke. 

“I can see they’re Efrafans because they’re marked,’ he 
said ‘Is that Woundwort?? 


‘No, said Blackavar, at his shoulder. ‘Thats Captain 
Campion,’ 
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‘I see, said Hazel ‘Well, I’ve heard of you, Campion I 
don’t know whether you mean us any harm, but the best 
thing you can do 1s to let well alone As far as we’re con- 
cerned our dealings with Efrafa are fimshed ° 

“You may think that,’ rephed Campion, ‘but you’ll find 
it’s otherwise That doe behind you must come with us, and 
so must any others that are with you ? 

As he spoke, Silver and Acorn appeared lower down the 
slope, followed by Thethuthinnang After a glance at the 
Efrafans, Silver spoke quickly to Thethuthinnang, who 
ee back through the burdocks Then he came up to 

azel 

‘I’ve sent for the white bird, Hazel,’ he said quietly 

As a piece of bluff ıt was effective They saw Campion 
look upwards nervously and another of the patrol glanced 
back to the cover of the bushes 

“What you’re saying 1s stupid,’ said Hazel to Campion 
(3 

There are a lot of us here and unless you’ve got more 
rabbits than I can see, we’re too many for you’ 

Campion hesitated The truth was that fois’ once 1m his hfe 
he had acted rashly He had seen Hazel ‘and Bigwig ap- 
Proachmg, with Blackavar and one doe behind them In 

eagerness to have something really worthwhile to show 
on his return to the Council, he had jumped to the con- 
clusion that they were alone The Efrafans usually kept 
fairly close together ın the open and it had not occurred to 
Campion that other rabbits might straggle more widely 
He had seen a golden opportunity to attack — perhaps hull - 
the detestable Thlayl and Blachavar, together with their 

One companion — who seemed to be lame — and bring the 

doe back to the Council This he could certainly have done, 

and he had decided to confront rather than ambush them, 
1n the hope that the buchs would surrender without fighting 

But now, as more rabbits began to appear ın ones and twos, 

he realized that he had made a mistake 

‘I have a great many more rabbits,’ he said ‘The docs 
must stay here The rest of you can go Otherwise we shall 

kall you ° 
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‘Very well,’ said Hazel ‘Bring your whole patrol into the 
open and we'll do as you say.’ ' 

By this time a considerable number of rabbits was coming 
up the slope. Campion and his patrol looked at them 1 
silence but made no move. 

‘You'd better stay where you are,’ said Hazel at length. 
‘If you try to interfere with us it will be the worse for yon, 
Silver and Blackberry, take the does and go on. The rest 0 
us will join you’ 

‘Hazel-rah,’ whispered Blackavar, ‘the patrol must be 
killed — all of them. They mustn’t report back to the 
General.’ 

This had also occurred to Hazel. But as he thought of the 
dreadful fight and the four Efrafans actually torn to pieces ~ 
for that was what it would mean — he could not find 1t 1n his 
heart to do it. Like Bigwig, he felt a reluctant lking for 
Campion Besides, it would take some doing Quite probably 
some of his own rabbits would be killed — certamly wounded. 
They would not reach the Honeycomb that night and they 
would leave a fresh blood trail wherever they went. Apart 
from his dislike of the whole idea, there were disadvantages 
that might be fatal 

‘No, we'll let them alone,’ he replied firmly. 

Blackavar was silent and they sat watching Campion as 
the last of the does disappeared through the bushes. 

‘Now,’ said Hazel, ‘take your patrol and go the same 
way that you saw us come. Don’t speak — go.’ 

Campion and the patrol made off downhill and Hazel, 
relieved to be rid of them so easily, hurried after Silver, with 
the others close behind. 

Once through the Belt they made excellent progress. After 
the rest of a day and a half the does were in good shape. The 
promise of an end to the journey that night and the thought 

that they had escaped both the fox and the patral made them 
eager and responsive. The only cause of delay was Black- 
avar, who seemed uneasy and kept hanging about in the 
rear. At last, in the late afternoon, Hazel sent for him and 
told him to go ahead, on the line of the path they were 
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followmg, and look out for the long strip of the beech 
hanger in the dip on the morning side Blackavar had not 
been gone very long before he came racing back 

‘Hazel-rah, I’ve been quite close to that wood you spoke 
of, he said, ‘and there are two rabbits playing about on a 
patch of short grass just outside ıt ° X 

‘TPI come and see,’ said Hazel ‘Dandehon, you come too, 
will you? , 

As they ran down the hull to the right of the track, Hazel 
fairly sapped to recognize the beech hanger He noticed 
one or two yellow leaves and a faint touch of bronze here 
and there in the green boughs Then he caught sight of 
Buckthorn and Strawberry running towards them across 
the grass 

*Hazel-rah!? cried Buckthorn ‘Dandelion! What hap- 
pened? Where are the others? Did you get any does? Is 
everyone all night?’ 

“They'll be here very soon,’ said Hazel ‘Yes, we've got a 
lot of does and everyone who went has come back This is 
Blackavar, who’s come out of Efrafa ° 

‘Good for him,” said Strawberry ‘Oh, Hazel-rah, we’ve 
Watched at the end of the wood every evening since you 
went Holly and Boxwood are all mght — they’re back at the 
warren and what do you think? Clover’s going to kindle 
That’s fine, isn’t 1t?? 

‘Splendid,’ said Hazel ‘She'll be the first My goodness, 
we’ve had a time, I can tell you And so I will - what a 
Story! — but ıt must wait a bit Come on — let’s go and bring 
the others in’ 

By sunset the whole party — twenty rabbits all told ~ had 
made their way up the length of the beech hanger and 
reached the warren They fed among the diw and the long 
shadows, with twilight already Millen in the ficlds below 
Then they crowded down mto the Honeycomb to hear 
Hazel and Bigwig tell the story of their adventures to those 

who had wauted so c igerly and so long to heir it 
As the hst rebbits disappetred underground the Wide 
Patrol, which hid followed them from Caesar's Belt with 
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superlative skill and discipline, veered away in a half-circle 
to the east and then turned for Efiafa. Campion was expert 
at finding a night’s refuge in the open. He planned to rest 


until dawn and then cover the three miles back by evening 
of the following day. 


41. The Story of Rowsby Woof and the 
Fairy Wogdog 


Be not merciful unto them that offend of malicious wickedness They 
grn like a dog and run about through the city But thou, O Lord, 
shalt have them ın derision, Thou shalt laugh all the heathen to 
scorn, 


Psalm 59 


Now came the dog days ~ day after day of hot, still summer, 
when for hours at a time light seemed the only thing that 
moved; the sky — sun, clouds and breeze ~ awake above the 
drowsing downs. The beech leaves grew darker on the 
boughs and fresh grass grew where the old had been nibbled 
close. The warren was thriving at last and Hazel could 
sit basking on the bank and count their blessings. Above 
and under ground, the rabbits fell naturally into a quiet, 
undisturbed rhythm of feeding, digging and sleeping. 
Several fresh runs and burrows were made. The does, who 
had never dug in their lives before, enjoyed the work. Both 
Hyzenthlay and Thethuthinnang told Hazel that they had 
had no idea how much of therr frustration and unhappiness 


Even Clover and Flaystack found that they could manage 
pretty well and boasted that they would bear, the warren’s 
first htters in burrows that they had dug for themselves. 
Blackavar and Holly became close friends They talked a 
great deal about their different ideas of scouting and track. 
ing, and made some patrols together, more for ther own 
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Satisfaction than because there was any real need One early 
Morning they persuaded Silver to come with them and 
travelled over a mile to the outskirts of Kuingsclere, returning 
with a tale of mischief and feasting in a cottage garden 
Blackayar’s hearmg had weakened since the mutilation of 
his ears but Holly found that his power of noticing and 
drawing conclusions from anything unusual was almost 
uncanny and that he seemed to be able to become invisible at 
will 
Srxteen bucks and ten does made a happy enough society 
ora warren There was some bickering here and there, but 
nothing serious As Bluebell said, any rabbits who felt dıs- 
contented could always go back to Efrafa and the thought 
of all that they had faced together was enough to take the 
sting out of anything that might have made a real quarrel 
he contentment of the does spread to everyone else, until 
One evening Hazel remarked that he felt a perfect fraud as 
Chief Rabbit, for there were no problems and hardly a 
Spute to be settled 
‘Have you thought about the winter yet?’ ashed Holly 
Our or five of the bucks, with Clover, Hyzenthlay and 
Vilthuril, were feeding along the sunny west side of the 
anger about an hour before sunset It was still hot and the 
down was so quiet that they could hear the horses tearing the 
Brass in the paddock of Cannon Heath Farm, more than 
alfa mule away It certainly did not seem a time to think 
of winter 
“Tell probably be colder up here than any of us have been 
used to,’ said Hazel ‘But the sou’s so ght and the roots 
break 1t up so much that we can dig a lot deeper before the 
Cold weather comes I think we ought to be able to get below 
the frost As for the wind, we can bloch some of the holes and 
sleep warm Grass 15 poor in winter, I know but anyone 
who wants a change can always go out with Holly here and 
try hus luck at pinching some green-stuff or catth-roots It’s 
3 ame of ycar to be careful of the ehl, though Myself, I 


shall be quite happy to slep underground, play bob-stones 
and hear a few storics from ime to timc’ 
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“What about a story now?’ said Blucbell ‘Come on, 
Dandelion. “How I nearly missed the boat.” What about 
that?’ 

‘Oh, you mean “Woundwort Dismayed,”’ ’ said Dande- 
lion ‘That’s Bigwig’s story — I wouldn’t presume to tell ıt. 
But it makes a change to be thinking about winter on an 
evening lke this It reminds me of a story I’ve listened to 
but never tried to tell myself. So some of you may know tt 
and perhaps some won’t. It’s the story of Rowsby Woof and 
the Fairy Wogdog’ 

‘OF you go,’ said Fiver, ‘and lay it on thick.’ 

‘There was a big rabbit,’ said Dandelion. ‘There was 4 
small rabbit. There was El-ahrairah ; and he had the frost 
m his fine new whiskers, The earth up and down the runs 
of the warren was so hard that you could cut your paws on 
it and the robins answered each other across the bare, still 
copses, “ This is my bit here. You go and starve in your own 

‘One evening, when Frith was sinking huge and red in a 
green sky, El-ahrairah and Rabscuttle limped trembling 
through the frozen grass, picking a bite here and there to 
carry them on for another long night underground The 
&rass was as brittle and tasteless as hay and although they 
were hungry, they had been making the best of the miser able 
stuff so long that 1t was as much as they could do to get 1t 

down. At last Rabscuttle suggested that they might take a 
risk for once in a way and ship across the fields to the edge 
of the village, where there was a big vegetable garden 

‘This particular garden was bigger than any of the others 
round, about. The man who worked ın it lived in a house at 
one end and he used to dig or cut great quantities of 
vegetables, put them into a hrududu and drive them away. 
He had put wire all round the garden to keep rabbits out All 

the same, El-ahrairah could usually find a way in if he 
wanted to: but it was dangerous, because the man had a 
gun and often shot jays and pigeons and hung them up 

* “Tt isn’t only the gun we'd be risking, either,” said El- 
abrairah thinking ıt over “Wed have to keep an eye open 
for that confounded Rowsby Woof as well.” 
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“Now Rowsby Woof was the man’s dog, and he was the 
Most objectionable, malicious, disgusting brute that ever 
licked a man’s hand He was a big, woolly sort of animal 
with harr all over his eyes and the man kept hmm to guard the 
vegetable garden, especially at might Rowsby Woof, of 
course, did not eat vegetables himself and anyone might 
have thought that he would be ready to let a few hungry 
animals have a lettuce or a carrot now and then and no 
questions asked But not a bit of 1t Rowsby Woof used to run 
loose from evening til] dawn the next day and not content 
with keepmg men and boys out of the garden, he would go 
for any animals he found there — rats, rabbits, hares, mice, 
even moles — and kill them if he could The moment he 
smelt anything in the nature of an mtruder he would start 
barking and kicking up a shine, although very often ıt was 
only this foohsh noise which warned a rabbit and enabled 

to get away ın time Rowsby Woof was reckoned to be 
a tremendous ratter and his master had boasted about this 
skull of his so often and showed him off so much, that he had 
become revoltingly conceited He believed himself to be the 
finest ratter ın the world He ate a lot of raw meat (but not 
in the evening, because he was left hungry at night to keep 
him active) and this made it rather easier to smell him 
coming But even so, he made the garden a dangerous place 

“Well, let’s chance Rowsby Woof for once,” said Rab- 
scuttle “I reckon you and I ought to be able to give him 
the shp sf we have to” 

‘El-ahrairah and Rabscuttle made their way across the 
fields to the outskirts of the garden When they got there, the 
first thing they saw was the man himself, with a white stick 
burning away in his mouth, cutting row after row of frosted 
cabbages Rowsby Woof was with him, wagging his tail and 
Jumping about ina nidiculous manner After a time the man 
piled as many of the cabbages as he could into a wheel- 
thing and pushed them away te the house He came back 
sevcral times and when he had taken all the cabbages to the 
door of the house he began carrying them inside 

“What’s he doing that for?” asked Rabscuttle 
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“I suppose he wants to get the frost out of them tonight,” 
replied El-ahrairah, “before he takes them away in the 
hrududu tomorrow.” 


‘ “They'd be much better to eat with the frost out of them, 
wouldn’t they?” said Rabscuttle. “I wish we could get at 
them while they’re in there. Stull, never mind. Now’s our 
chance Let’s see what we can do up this end of the garden 
while he’s busy down there.” 

‘But hardly had they crossed the top of the garden and got 
among the cabbages than Rowsby Woof had winded them 
and down he came, barking and yelping, and they were 
lucky to get out in time 

* “Dirty little beasts,” shouted Rowsby Woof. “How - 
how! How-how dare you come snou — snou — snouting 
round here? Get out — out! Out — out!” 

‘ “Contemptible brute!” said El-ahrairah, as they 
scurried back to the warren with nothing to show for all 
their trouble. “He’s really annoyed me. I don’t know yet 
how it’s going to be done, but by Frith and Inlé! before this 
frost thaws, we’ll eat his cabbages inside the house and make 
him look a fool into the bargain.” 

< “That’s saymg too much, master,” said Rabscuttle “A 
Pity to throw your hfe away for a cabbage, after all we’ve 
done together ” 
< “Well, I shall be watching my chance,” said El-ahrairah. 
I shall just be watching my chance, that’s all.” 

‘The following afternoon Rabscuttle was out, nosing along 
the top of the bank beside the lane, when a hrududu came 
by. It had doors at the back and these doors had somehow 
come open and were swinging about as the hrududu went 
along. There were things wrapped up in bags Jike the ones 
men sometimes leave about the fields, and as the hrududu 
passed Rabscuttle, one of these bags fell out into the lane. 
When the hrududu had gone Rabscuttle, who hoped that 
the bag might have something to eat inside, slipped down 
into the lane to have a sniff at it But he was disappointed to 


find that all ıt contained was some kind of meat. Later, he 
told El-ahrairah about his disappointment. 


cc 
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“Meat?” said El-ahramah “Is it still there?” 
i z How should I know?” said Rabscuttle “ Beastly stuff ” 
i Come with me,” said El-ahrawah ‘Quickly, too ” 

When they got to the lane the meat was still theré El- 

ahrarah dragged the bag into the ditch and they buried ıt 
‘ “But what good will this be to us, master?” said Rab- 
scuttle 

*“T don’t know yet,” said El-ahriarah “But some good 
it will surely be, if the rats don’t get it Come home now, 
though It’s getting dark * 

As they were going home, they came on an old, black 
wheel-covering thrown away from a hrududu, lying in the 
ditch If you’ve ever seen these things, you’ll know that 
they’re something hke a huge fungus — smooth and very 
strong, but pad-hke and yielding too They smell un- 
Pleasant and are no good to eat 

“Come on,” said El-ahrairah immediately “We have 
to gnaw off a good chunk of this I need it ” 

Rabscuttle wondered whether his master was gong mad, 
but he did as he was told The stuff had grown fairly rotten 
and before long they were able to gnaw off a lump about as 
big as a rabbit’s head It tasted dreadful, but El-ahrairah 
carned it carefully back to the warren He spent a lot of time 
that night mbbhng at ıt and after morning silflay the next 
day he continued About ni-Frith he woke Rabscuttle, made 

come outside and put the lump im front of him 

‘What does that look Lhe?” he said “Never mind the 
smell What does ıt look like?” 

‘Rabscuttle looked atit “It looks rather lıke a dog’s black 
Nose, master,” he answered, “except that 1t’s dry ” 

* “Splendid,” said El-ahrairah, and went to sleep 

“It was still frosty — very clear and cold — that mght, with 
half a moon, but fu Inle, when all the rabbits were keeping 

warm underground, El-ahrairah told Rabscuttle to come 
with him El-ahrairah carried the blach nose himself and on 


the way he pushed ıt well into every nasty thing he could 
find He found a ~ 


‘Well, never mind,’ said Hazel ‘Go on with the story? 
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‘In the end (continued Dandelion), Rabscuttle kept well 
way from him, but El-ahrairah held his breath and still 
arried the nose somehow, until they got to the place whee 
hey had buried the meat. 

“Dig it up,” said El-ahrairah. “Come on.” 

“They dug it up and the paper came off. The meat was all 
nts joined together ın a kind of trail like a spray of bryony; 
nd poor Rabscuttle was told to drag it along to the bottom 
f the vegetable garden. It was hard work and he was glad 
when he was able to drop it. f 

“Now,” said Elahrairah, “we'll go round to the 
yont.” 

“When they got to the front, they could tell that the man 
had gone out. For one thing, the house was all dark but 
besides, they could smell that he had been through the gate 
a little while before The front of the house had a flower 
garden and this was separated from the back and the 
vegetable garden by a high, close-boarded fence that ran 
right across and ended in a big clump of laurels Just the 
other side of the fence was the back door that led into the 
kitchen. 

‘El-ahrairah and Rabscuttle went quietly through the 
front garden and peeped through a crack in the fence- 
Rowsby Woof was sittmg on the gravel path, wide awake 
and shivering in the cold. He was so near that they could see 
his eyes blink m the moonlight. The kitchen door was shut 
but near-by, along the wall, there was a hole above the 
drain where a brick had been left out The kitchen floor 
was made of bricks and the man used to wash it with a 
rough broom and sweep the water out through the hole 


The hole was plugged up with an old cloth to keep out the 
cold. 
‘After a little while, El-ahrairah said in a low voice, 
‘*Rowsby Woof! O Rowsby Woof!” 
‘Rowsby Woof sat up and looked about him, bristling. 
‘**Who’s there?” he said “Who are you?” 
‘© Rowsby Woof!” said El-ahrairah, crouching on the 
other side of the fence, “Most fortunate, most blessed 
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.owsby Woof! Your reward 1s at hand! I bring you the best 
ews in the world!” 

“What?” said Rowsby Woof “Who's that? None of 
our trichs, now!” 

‘Tricks, Rowsby Woof?” said El-ahrairah “Ah, I see 
ou do not know me But how should you? Listen, faithful, 
lalful hound I am the Fairy Wogdog, messenger of the 
reat dog-spirit of the East, Queen Dripslobber Far, far m 
he East her palace hes Ah, Rowsby Woof, if only you could 
ee her mighty state, the wonders of her kingdom! The 
carrion that hes far and wide upon the sands! The manure, 
Rowsby Woof! The open sewers! Oh, how you would jump 
for joy and run nosing all about!” 

“Rowsby Woof got to his feet and looked about in silence 
He could not tell what to make of the voice, but he was sus- 
Plcious 

“Your fame as a ratter has come to the ears of the 
Queen,” said El-ahrairah “We know you - and honow 
you ~ as the greatest ratter ın the world That ıs why I am 
here But poor, bewildered creature! I see you are per- 
plexed, and well you may be Come here, Rowsby Woof! 
Come close to the fence and know me better!” 

‘Rowsby Woof came up to the fence and El-ahiairah 
pushed the rubber nose into the crack and moved 1t about 
Rowsby Woof stood close, sniffing 

‘Noble rat-catcher,” whispered El-ahrairah, “it 1s 
indeed I, the Fary Wogdog, sent to honour you!” 

*“Oh, Fairy Wogdog!” cried Rowsby Woof, dribbling 
and piddhng all over the gravel, “Ah, what elegance! 
What aristocratic distinction! Can that really be decayed 
cat that I smell? With a delicate overtone of rotten camel! 
Ah, the gorgeous East!” ? 

(“What on earth’s “camel”? ? said Bigwig 

‘I don’t know,’ rephed Dandelion ‘But 1t was in the story 
when I heard ıt, so I suppose 1t’s some creature or other °) 

‘ “Happy, happy dog!” said El-ahrairah “TI must tell 
you that Queen Dripslobber her very self has expressed her 
gracious wish that you should mect her But not yet, Rowsby 
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Woof, not yet. First you must be found worthy. I am sent F 
bring you both a test and a proof. Listen, Rowsby ke 
Beyond the far end of the garden there lies a long rope 0 
meat. Ay, real meat, Rowsby Woof, for though we ey 
fairy dogs yet we bring real gifts to noble, brave anima 
such as you Go now -find and eat that meat. ‘Trust me, n 
I will guard the house until you return, That 1s the test 0 
your belief.” d 

‘Rowsby Woof was desperately hungry and the cold ha 
got into his stomach, but still he hesitated. He knew that his 
master expected him to guard the house. , 

‘“Ah well,” said El-ahrairah, “Never mind. I will 
depart. In the next village there lives a dog —” 

* “No, no,” cried Rowsby Woof “No, F airy Wogdog, do 
not leave me! I trust you! I will go at once! Only guar d the 
house and do not fail me!” 

‘“ Have no fear, noble hound,” said El-ahrairah. “Only 
trust the word of the great Queen.” 

‘Rowsby Woof went bounding away in the moonlight and 
El-ahrairah watched him out of sight. 

* “Are we to go into the house now, master?” asked Rab- 
scuttle. “We shall have to be quick.” 

‘Certainly not,” said El-ahrairah. “How could you 
suggest such double-dealing? For shame, Rabscuttle! We 
will guard the house ” 

“They waited silently and after a while Rowsby Woof ~ 
returned, licking his lps and grinning He came sniffing up 
to the fence. 

“ *T perceive, honest friend,” said El-ahrairah, “that you 
found the meat as swiftly as though it had been a rat. The 
house ıs safe and all is well. Now hark. I shall return to the 
Queen and tell her ofall that has passed It was her gracious 
purpose that if you showed yourself worthy tonight, by 
trusting her messenger, she would herself send for you and 
honour you Tomorrow night she will be passing through 

this land on her way to the Wolf Festival of the North and 
she means to break her journey ın order that you may appear 
before her. Be ready, Rowsby Woof!” 
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‘“Oh, Farry Wogdog!” cried Rowsby Woof “What Joy 
it will be to grovel and abase myself before the Queen! How 
humbly I shall roll upon the ground! How utterly shall I 


I will show myself a true dog!” 
*“T do not doubt it,” said El-ahrairah “And now, fare- 
well Be Patient and await my return!” 

‘He withdrew the rubber nose and very quietly they crept 
away 

‘The following night was, 1f anything, still colder Even 
El-ahrairah had to pull himself together before he could set 
Out over the fields They had hidden the rubber nose outside 
the garden and it took them some time to get ıt ready for 
Rowsby Woof When they had made sure that the man had 
Sone out, they went cautiously into the front garden and up 
to the fence Rowsby Woof was padding up and down 
Outside the back door, his breath steaming ın the frosty air 

en El-ahrairah spoke, he put his head on the ground 

tween his front Paws and whined for joy 

“The Queen ıs coming, Rowsby Woof,” said El-ahrairah 
from behind the nose, “with her noble attendants, the fairies 
Postwiddle and Sniffbottom And this ıs her wish You know 
the cross-roads in the village, do you not?” 

“Yes, yes!” whined Rowsby Woof “Yes, yes! O let me 
show how abject I can be, dear F. airy Wogdog I will —” 

‘ “Very well,” said El-ahrairah “Now, O fortunate dog, 
8° to the crossroads and awaut the Queen She ıs coming on 
the wings of might It 1s far that she must come, but walt 
Patiently Only wait Do not fail her and great blessing will 

e yours ” 

on Fail her? No, no!” cried Rowsby Woof “T will wait 
hike a worm upon the road Her beggar am I, Fairy Wog- 
dog! Her mendicant, her 1diot, her —” 

* “Quite right, most excellent,” said El-ahrairah “Only 
make haste ” 

‘As soon as Rowsby Woof had gone, El-ahrairah and Rab- 
scuttle went quickly through the laurels, round the end of 
the fence and along to the back door El-ahrairah Pulled the 
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cloth out of the hole above the drain with his teeth and led 
the way into the kitchen. d 

‘The kitchen was as warm as this bank and at one a 
was a great pile of vegetables ready for the hrududu oo 
morning - cabbages, brussels-sprouts and parsnips. They 
were thawed out and the delicious smell was quite eae 
powering El-ahrairah and Rabscuttle began at once : 
make amends for the past days of frozen grass and tree 
bark. : h 

‘Good, faithful fellow,” said El-ahrairah with his mout 
full “ How grateful he will be to the Queen for keeping ee 
waiting He will be able to show her the full extent of 
loyalty, won’t he? Have another parsnip, Rabscuttle. f 

‘Meanwhile, down at the cross-roads, Rowsby n 
waited eagerly ın the frost, listening for the coming of Quee 
Dripslobber. After a long time he heard footsteps. They 
were not the steps of a dog but of a man. As they came ee 
he realized that they were the steps of his own master. H 
was too stupid to run away or hide, but merely remaine 
where he was until his master — who was returning home ~ 
came up to the crossroads. 

* “Why, Rowsby Woof,” said his master, “‘What are you 
doing here?” 

‘Rowsby Woof looked foolish and nosed about. His master 
was puzzled Then a thought came to him. 

* “Why, good old chap,” he said, “you came to meet me, 
did you? Good fellow, then! Come on, we'll: go home 
together ” d 

‘Rowsby Woof tried to slip away, but his master grabbec 
him by the collar, tied him by a bit of string he had ın his 
pocket and led him home. : 

‘Their arrival took El-ahrairah by surpr. SEn In fact, he 
was so busy stuffing cabbage that he heard nothing until the 
door-handle rattled He and Rabscuttle had only just time 
to shp behind a pile of baskets before the ee in, 
leading Rowsby Woof. Rowsby Woof was quiet and dejected 
and did not even notice the smell of rabbit, which anyway 
was all mixed up with the smell of the fire and the larder. He 


410 HAZEL-RAH 


there aie those — may misfortune strike them down - who 
are our deadly enemies. Worst of them all, Rowsby Woof, is 
the great Rat-Spirit, the giant of Sumati a, the curse of 
Hamelin. He dates not openly fight our noble Queen, but 
he works by stealth, by poison, by disease. Soon after ye 
left me, I learned that he has sent his hateful rat-goblins 
through the clouds, carrying sickness I warned the Queen; 
but still I remained her e, Rowsby Woof, to warn you. If the 
sickness falls — and the goblins are very near — it will harm 
not you, but your master ıt will slay ~ and me too, I fear. 
You can save him and you alone. I cannot.” ; 

* “Oh horror!” cried Rowsby Woof. “There is no time to 
be lost! What must I do, Fairy Wogdog?” ” 

* “The sickness works by a spell,” said El-ahrairah. “But 
ifa real dog, of flesh and blood, could run four times round 
the house, barking as loudly as he could, then the spell 
would be broken and the sickness would have no power. But 
alas! I forgot! You are shut in, Rowsby Woof. What 1s to be 
done? I fear that all is lost!” , 

‘ “No, no!” said Rowsby Woof “I will save you, Fairy 
Wogdog, and my dear master too. Leave it to me!” 

“Rowsby Woof began to bark. He barked to raise the 
dead. The windows shook. The coal fell in the grate. The 
noise was terrifying They could hear the man upstairs, 
shouting and cursing. Still Rowsby Woof barked. The man 
came stamping down. He flung open the window and 
listened for thieves, but he could hear nothing, partly be- 


Out shot Rowsby Woof, bellowing like a bull, and tore 


e man followed him at a run, leaving 
the door wide. 
“Quick!” said Elahrairah, « Quicker than Wogdog 
from the Tartar’s bow! Come on!” 
‘El-ahrairah and Rabscuttle dashed into the garden and 
disappeared through the laurels. In the field beyond they 
paused for a moment. From behind came the sounds of 
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yelping and woofing, maed with shouts and angry cries of 
“Come ’ere, damn you!” 

‘“Noble fellow,” said El-ahrairah “He has saved his 
master, Rabscuttle He has saved us all Let us go home and 
sleep sound in our burrow ” 

‘lor the rest of his Lfe Rowsby Woof never forgot the 
mght when he had wantcd for the great Dog-Quccen True, 
it was a disappointment, but thus, he felt, was a small matter, 
compared with the recollection of his own noble conduct 
and of how he had saved both his master and the good Tairy 
Wogdog from the wicked Rat-Spirit ° 
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‘Yes, said Hazel, ‘A lot of us went away, but we found 
what we were looking for and now we’ve come back for 
good.” 

‘Is a good. Is a lots of rabbits a now, keepa grass @ 
short.’ : 9) 

‘What difference does it make to him if the grass is short 
said Bigwig who, with Blackavar, was lolloping and nib- 
bling close by ‘He doesn’t eat ıt ° : 

‘Isa good a for get about, you know?’ said the mouse m 3 
familar tone which made Bigwig shake his ears WI 
irritation. ‘Is a run along a queek — but is a no seeds a from 
a short a grass Now is a warren a here and now a today 15 
a new a rabbits a come, soon ıs another warren a more. 
New a rabbits is a your friends a too?’ ; 

“Yes, yes, all friends,’ said Bigwig, turning away. There 
was something I wanted to say, Hazel, about the new-born 
rabbits, when they’re ready to come above ground’ 

Hazel, however, had remained where he was, looking 
intently at the mouse. 

‘Wait a moment, Bigwig,’ he said. ‘What did you 547» 
mouse, about another warren? Where is there going to be 
another warren ?’ 

The mouse was surprised. “You not a know? Not a your 
friends?’ 

‘I don’t know until you tell me. What did you mean about 
new rabbits and another warren soon?’ 

His tone was urgent and inquisitive. The mouse became 
nervous and, after the manner of his kind, began to say 
what he thought the rabbits would lke to hear. } 

‘Maybe is a no warren. Is a plenty good a rabbits ere, 15 


all a my friends. Isa no more a rabbits Not a for want other 
rabbits ’ 


‘But what other rabbits?’ persisted Hazel. 
‘No sir, no sir, no other rabbits, ıs a not a go for soon a 
rabbits, all stay ’ere are my friends, a save a me a very good 


amy life, zen ’ow can I if a she mek me?’ twittered the 
mouse. 


Hazel considered this lot briefly, but it beat him. 


eae te 
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‘Oh, come on, Hazel,’ said Bigwig ‘Let the poor httle 
beast alone I want to talk to you’ 

Hazel ignored him Going close to the mouse, he bent his 
head and spoke quietly and firmly 

“You've often said you’re our friend,’ he said ‘Ifyou are, 
tell me, and don’t be afraid, what you know about other 
rabbits coming ’ 

The mouse looked confused Then he said, ‘I not a see 
other rabbits, sir, but a my brother ’e say a yellow-hammer 
Say 1s a new rabbits, plenty, plenty rabbits, a come to 
combe over on a morning side Maybe ıs a lots a rubbish I 
tell you a wrong, you no like a mouse for more, not a friend 
a more’ 

“No, that’s all mght,’ said Hazel ‘Don’t worry Just tell 
me again Where did the bird say these new rabbits were?’ 
' : Say 1s a come a justa now on a morning side I nota 
see 

‘Good fellow,’ said Hazel “That’s very helpful’ He 
turned back to the others ‘What d’you make of this, Big- 
wig?” he asked ` 

‘Not much,’ answered Bigwig ‘Long-grass rumours 

hese little creatures say anything and change ıt five times 
oe Ask him again fu Inle — he’ll tell you something 
else ° 

“If you're right, then I’m wrong and we can all forget ıt, 
said Hazel ‘But I’m going to get to the bottom of this 

omeone must go and see I’d go myself, but I’ve got no 
Speed with this leg’ 

‘Well, leave ıt for tonight, anyway,’ said Bigwig ‘We 
can ~? 

‘Someone must go and see, repeated Hazel firmly ‘A 
good patroller, too Blackavar, go and get Holly for me, will 
you? 

‘Tm here, as it happens,’ said Holly, who had come alon 


the top of the bank while Hazel was speakıng ‘What’s the 
trouble, Hazel-rah?? 


“There’s a rumour of strangers on the down, 


on the Š 
ing side,’ rephed Hazel, ‘and I wish I knew m ca 


ore Can you 
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and Blackavar run over that way -say as far as the top of the 
combe — and find out what’s going on?’ 

‘Yes, of course, Hazel-rah,’ said Holly. ‘If there really ate 
some other rabbits there, wed better bring them back with 
us, hadn’t we? We could do with a few more.’ i 

‘It depends who they are,’ said Hazel. ‘That’s what 
want to find out. Go at once, Holly, will you? Somehow it 
worries me not to know’ i 

Holly and Blackavar had hardly set off when Speedwe 
appeared above ground. He had an excited, triumphant 
look which attracted everyone’s attention immediately. He 
squatted ın front of Hazel and looked round him in silence; 
to make sure of his effect. 

‘You’ve finished the hole?’ asked Hazel. , 

‘Never mind the hole,’ answered Speedwell. ‘I didn t 
come up to say that Clover’s had her hitter. All good, 
healthy kittens Three bucks and three does, she says. 

‘You'd better go up in the beech tree and sing that,’ said 
Hazel. ‘See that everybody knows! But tell them not to 8° 
crowding down disturbing her ’ 

‘I shouldn’t think they would,’ said Bigwig ‘Who'd be a 
kitten again, or even want to see one — blind and deaf and 
no fur?’ 

‘Some of the does may want to see them,’ said Hazel. 
‘They’re excited, you know. But we don’t want Clover 
disturbed into eating them or anything miserable like 
that.’ 

‘It looks as though we really are going to lve a natural life 
again at last, doesn’t it?’ said Bigwig, as they browsed their 
way along the bank ‘What a summer it’s been! What a ~ 
what a desperate lark! I keep dreaming I’m back in Efrafa, 
you know, but itll pass off, I suppose. One thing I brought 
back out of that place, though, and that’s the value of 
keeping a warren hidden. As we get bigger, Hazel, we ought 
to take care of that. We’ll do better than Efrafa, though. 


When we’ve reached the right size, rabbits can be en- 
couraged to leave’ j 


‘Well, don’t you leave,’ said Hazel, ‘or TH tell Kehaar to 
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bring you back by the scruff of the neck I’m relymg on you 
to produce us a really good Owsla ° 

“It’s certainly something to look forward to,’ said Bigwig 
“Take a pack of young fellows across to the farm and chase 
the cats out of the barn to get an appetite Well, wI come I 
say, this grass is as dry as horse-hair on barbed wire, isn’t 1t? 
What about a run down the hill to the fields - just you and I 
and Fiver? Corn’s been cut, you know, and there should be 
good pickings I expect they’re going to burn off the field, 
but they haven’t done ıt yet’ 

“No, we must wait a bit, said Hazel ‘I want to hear what 
Holly and Blackavar have to say when they come in” 

‘That needn’t keep you long,’ rephed Bigwig ‘Here they 
come already, unless I’m much mistaken Straight down the 
open track, too! Not bothered about keeping hidden, are 
they? What a rate they’re going!” 

There’s something wrong,’ said Hazel, staring at the ap- 
proaching rabbits 

Holly and Blackavar reached the long shadow of the wood 
at top speed, as though they were being pursued The 
Watchers expected them to slow down as they came to the 
bank, but they kept straight on and appeared actually to 
be going to run underground At the last moment Holly 
Stopped, looked about him and stamped twice Blackavar 
disappeared down the nearest hole At the stamping, all the 
rabbits above ground ran for cover 

‘Here, wait a minute,’ said Hazel, pushing past Pipkin 
and Hawkbit as they came across the grass ‘Holly, what’s 
the alarm? Tell us something, instead of stamping the place 
to pieces What’s happened ?’ 

‘Get the holes filled in!’ gasped Holly ‘Get everyone 
underground! There’s not a moment to lose ° His eyes rolled 
white and he panted foam over his chin 

‘Is ıt men, or what? There’s nothing to be seen, heard or 
smelt Come on, tell us something and stop gibbering 
there’s a good chap’ z 


‘It'll have to be quch, then, said Holly ‘That 
it’s full of rabbits from Efrafa ’ wes 


4.16 HAZEL-RAH 


‘From Efrafa? Fugitives, do you mean?’ 

‘No,’ said Holly, ‘not fugitives Campion’s there. We ran 
right into him and three or four more that Blackavar recog” 

nized. I believe Woundwort’s there himself. They’ve come 
for us — don’t make any mistake about that.’ 

‘You’re sure it’s more than a patrol?’ 

‘I’m certain,’ answered Holly. ‘We could smell them: 
and we heard them, too ~ below us in the combe. We 
wondered what so many rabbits could be doing there and we 
were going down to see when we suddenly came face to face 
with Campion We looked at him and he looked at us an 
then I reahzed what it must mean and we turned and ran. 
He didn’t follow us ~ probably because he’d had no orders. 
But how long will it take them to get here?’ oy 

Blackavar had returned from underground, bringing 
Silver and Blackberry. Z 

“We ought to leave at once, sir,’ he said to Hazel. We 
might be able to get quite a long way before they come. 

Hazel looked about him. ‘Anyone who wants to go can 80; 
he said. ‘I shan’t. We made this warren ourselves and F z 
only knows what we’ve been through on account of it. ’'m 
not going to leave it now.’ . 

“Neither am I,’ said Bigwig ‘If I’m for the Black Rabbit 
there’s one or two from Efrafa will come with me.’ 

There was a short silence. 

“Holly’s right to want to stop the holes,’ went on Hazel. 
“It’s the best thing to do We fill the holes in, good and 

thorough. Then they have to dig us out. The warren’s deep. 
It’s under a bank, with tree roots all through it and over the 
top. How long can all those rabbits stay on the down with- 
out attracting ehl? They'll have to give it up.’ 

‘You don’t know these Efrafans,’ said Blackavar. ‘My 
mother used to tell me what happened at Nutley Copse. It 
would be better to go now.’ 

“Well, go on then,’ answered Hazel. ‘I’m not stopping 
you And I’m not leaving this warren. It’s my home.’ He 
looked at Hyzenthlay, heavy with young, who was sitting in 
the mouth of the nearest hole and lstening to the talk. ‘How 


it as 
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far do you thnk skell get? And Clover — do we leave her or 
what?’ 

‘No, we must Stay,’ said Strawberry ‘I believe El- 
ahrairah wall save us from this Woundwort and if he 
doesn’t, ’'m not going bach to Efrafa, I’ll tell you that? 

‘Fill in the holes,’ said Hazel 

the sun set, the rabbits fell to clawing and scrabbhing in 
the runs The sides were hard with the hot weather It was 
Not easy to get started and when the soil began to fall, it was 
light and powdery and did httle to block the holes It was 
Blackberry who hit upon the idea of working outwards from 
inside the Honeycomb itself, scratching down the ceilings of 
the runs where they came into the meeting hall and blocking 
the holes by breaking the underground walls into them One 
run, leading up into the wood, was left open for coming and 
Sing It was the one where Kehaar used to shelter and the 
lobby at the mouth was still cluttered with guano As Hazel 
Passed the place, it occurred to him that Woundwort did not 
ow that Kehaar had left them He dug out as much of 
© mess as he could and scattered ıt about Then, as the 
Work went on below, he squatted on the bank and watched 
the darkening eastern sky-line 

His thoughts were very sad Indeed, they were desperate 

though he had spoken resolutely ın front of the others, he 


1t was ready to hunt again But the Efrafans were accustomed 


trophe 

But suppose that he himself were to £0 and talk to Wound- 
wort? Might there not just Possibly be a chance of getting 
him to see sense? Whatever had happened at Nutley Copse, 
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the Efrafans could not fight to the finish against rabbits like 
Bigwig, Holly and Silver without losing lives — probably a 
good many lives. Woundwort must know this. Perhaps 1t 
might not be too late, even now, to persuade him to agree to 
a new plan —a plan that would be as good for one warren as 
the other. a 

‘And perhaps it might be,’ thought Hazel grimly. “Butts 
a possible chance and so I’m afraid the Chiet Rabbit has 
got to take it And since this savage brute is probably not to 
be trusted, I suppose the Chief Rabbit must go alone.’ 

He returned to the Honeycomb and found Bigwig. 

‘Tm off to talk to General Woundwort, if I can get hold 
of him,’ he said ‘You’re Chief Rabbit until I come back. 
Keep them at it.’ ; 

‘But Hazel,’ said Bigwig, ‘wait a moment It’s not safe — 

‘I shan’t be long,’ said Hazel ‘I’m just going to ask him 
what he’s up to.’ 

A moment later he was down the bank and limping up 


the track, pausing from time to tıme to sit up and look about 
him for an Efrafan patrol. 


43. The Great Patrol 


What 1s the world, O soldiers? 
Itis I 
I, this incessant snow, 
This northern sky, 
Soldiers, this solitude 
Through which we go 
Is I 


Walter de la Mare Napoleon 


When the punt floated down the river in the rain, part of 
General Woundwort’s authority went with ıt He could not 
have appeared more openly and completely at a loss if 
Hazel and his companions had flown away over the trees. 
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Until that very moment he had shown up strongly, a most 
formidable adversary His officers had been demoralized by 
Kehaar’s unexpected attack He had not On the contrary, 
he had kept up the pursuit in spite of Kehaar and had 
actually carried out a scheme to cut off the fugitives’ retreat 
Cunnimg and resourceful in adversity, he had nearly suc- 
ceeded ın hurting the gull when he leapt at him out of the 
close cover by the plank bridge Then, when he had his 
quarry cornered in a place where Kehaar could not have 
done a great deal to help them, they had suddenly shown 
their own cunning greater than hus, and left hum bewildered 
on the bank He had overheard the very word — tharn ~ 
spoken by one of his officers to another as they returned to 
Efrafa through the ram Thlayh, Blackavar and the does of 
the Near Hind had vanished He had tried to stop them and 
he had conspicuously failed 
For a great part of that mght Woundwort remained 
awake, considering what was best to be done The following 
day he called a Council meeting He pointed out that ıt 
would be no good taking an expedition down the river to 
look for Thlayl: unless ıt were strong enough to defeat him 
fit found him That would mean taking several officers and 
a number of the Owsla There would be the risk of trouble 
at home while they were away There might be another 
break-out The odds were that they would not find Thlayh 
at all, for there would be no trail and they did not know 
where to search for him If they did not find him, they would 
look even bigger fools when they came back 
‘And fools we look now,’ said Woundwort ‘Make no 
mistake about that Vervain will tell you what the Marks 
are saying — that Campion was chased into the ditch by th 
white bird and Thlayh called down lightning from ae . 
and Frith hnows what besides * esky 
‘The best thing,’ said old Snowdrop, ‘will be to sa 
httle about it as possible Let at y as 
short memories ’ i ZO ovss They've got 
*There’s one thing I think worth doing,’ 


said V 
‘We know now that there was one place Voundwort 


where we did find 
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Thlaylı and his gang, only nobody :ealized it at the time. 
That was when Mallow was after them with his patrol, just 
before he was lulled by the fox. Something tells me that 
where they were once, there they’ll be again, sooner or 
later.’ 

‘But we can hardly stay out there with enough rabbits to 
fight them, sir,’ said Groundsel, ‘and 1t would mean digging 
in and living there for some time.’ ; 

‘I agree with you,’ replied Woundwort ‘A patrol will be 
stationed there continuously until further notice. They'll 
dig scrapes and live there. They'll be relieved every two 
days. If Thlayli comes, he’s to be watched and followed 
secretly When we know where he’s taken the does, then we 
may be able to deal with him. And PI tell you this,’ he 
ended, glaring round at them with his great, pale eyes. ‘If 
we do find out where he is, I shall be ready to go to a great 
deal of trouble. I told Thlayli I’d kill him myself. He may 
have forgotten that, but I haven’t.’ 

Woundwort led the first patrol in person, taking Ground- 
sel to show him where Mallow had picked up the strangers 
southward trail. They dug scrapes among the scrub along 
the edge of Caesar’s Belt and waited After two days their 
hopes were lower. Vervain relieved Woundwort. He was 

relieved two days later by Campion. By this time there were 
captains in the Owsla who said privately to each other that 
the General was in the grip ofan obsession Some way would 
have to be found of getting him to drop it before it went too 
far. At the Council meeting the next evening it was suggested 
that the patrol should be discontinued in two days’ time. 
Woundwort, snarling, told them to wait and see An argu- 
ment began, behind which he sensed more opposition than 
he had ever encountered before. In the muddle of this, with 
a dramatic effect that could not have been better timed 
from the General’s point of view, Campion and his patrol 
came in, dead-beat, with the report that they had met 
Thliayh and his rabbits exactly where Woundwort had said 
they would. Unseen, they had followed them to their warren 
which, though a long way off, was not too distant to be 
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attached, especially since no tume would have to be spent in 
searching for 1t It did not appear to be very large and could 
probably be surprised 
The news put an end to all opposition and brought both 
Council and Owsla bach under Woundwort’s undisputed 
control Several of the officers were for starting at once but 
Woundwort, now that he was sure of his followers and his 
enemy, took his ime Having learned from Campion that he 
had actually come face to face with Thlayh, Blackavar and 
the rest, he decided to wait some little while, ın case they 
might be on their guard Besides, he wanted time both to 
reconnoitre the way to Watership and to orgamize the 
expedition His idea was that if possible they should make 
the Journey ın one day This would forestall any possible 
rumours of their approach To satisfy himself that they could 
do this and still be fit to fight when they arrived, he took 
Campion and two others, and himself covered the three and 
a half miles to the down east of Watership Here, he grasped 
at once the best way to approach the beech hanger without 
being seen or smelt The prevailing wind was westerly, as at 
Efrafa They would arrive at evening and then assemble and 
rest ın the combe south of Cannon Heath Down As soon as 
twilight fell and Thlayl: and his rabbits had gone under- 
ground, they would come along the mdge and attack the 
warren With luck, there would be no warning whatever 
They would be safe for the night in the captured warren 
and the following day he himself and Vervain would be able 
to return to Efrafa The remainder, under Campion, could 
have a day’s rest and then make their way back with the 
dges and any other piisoners there might be The whole 
thing could be finished ın three days 
It would be best not to take too many rabbits Anyone not 
strong enough to go the distance and then fight would only 
be a nuisance In the event, speed might turn out to be 
everything The slower the Journey, the more dangerous ıt 
would be and stragglers would attract elil and discourage the 
rest Besides, as Woundwort very well knew, 


his lead 
was going to be vital Every rabbit would need to feel vet i 


422 HAZEL-RAH 


was close to the General; and if he felt himself one ofa picked 
band as well, that would be all to the good. 

The 1abbıts to go werc chosen most carefully. There were 
in fact about twenty-six or seven of them, half Owsla and 
the rest promising youngsters recommended by their Mark 
officers Woundwort believed in emulation and he let it be 
known that there would be plenty of chances to win re- 
wards. Campion and Chervil were kept busy taking out 
endurance patrols, and tussles and training fights were 
organized at morning silflay. The members of the expedition 
were excused all sentry duties and allowed to silflay when- 
ever they wished. 

They started before dawn one clear August morning, 
going due north in groups along the banks and hedges. 
Before they had reached the Belt, Groundsel’s party was 
attacked by a pair of stoats, one old and the other a yearling. 
Woundwort, hearing the squealing from behind him, 
covered the distance ın a few moments and set upon the 
veteran stoat with slashing teeth and great kicks from his 
needle-clawed back paws. With one of its forelegs ripped to 
the shoulder, it turned and made off, the younger one 
following. 

“You ought to be able to see to these things yourself,’ said 
Woundwort to Groundsel ‘Stoats aren’t dangerous. Come 
on. 

Shortly after ni-Frith, Woundwort went back to pick up 
stragglers. He found three, one injured by a piece of glass. 
He stopped the bleeding, brought the three up to rejoin 
their groups and then called a halt to rest and feed, himself 
keeping a watch round about It was very hot and some of 
the rabbits were showing signs of exhaustion. Woundwort 
formed these into a separate group and took charge of it 
hunself - 

By the early evening — about the same time as Dandelion 
was beginning the story of Rowsby Woof — the Efrafans 
had skirted an enclosure of pigs east of Cannon Heath 
Farm and were slipping into the combe south of Cannon 

Heath Down. Many were ured and, in spite of their tremen- 
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dous respect for Woundwort, there was a certain feeling that 
they had come a long way from home They were ordered to 
take cover, feed, rest and wait for sunset 

The place was deserted, except for yellow-hammers and 
a few mice pattermg about in the sun Some of the rabbits 
went to sleep in the long grass The slope was already in 
shadow when Campion came running down with the news 
that he had come face to face with Blackavar and Holly in 
the upper part of the combe 

Woundwort was annoyed ‘What made them come trapes- 
ing over here, I wonder?’ he said ‘Couldn’t you have 
killed them? Now we’ve lost surprise ° 

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ said Campion ‘I wasn’t really alert at the 
time and I’m afraid they were a bit too quick for me I 
didn’t pursue them because I wasn’t sure whether you'd 
want me to’ 

“Well, ıt may not make much difference,’ said Wound- 
wort ‘I don’t see what they can do But they'll try to do 
something, I suppose, now they know we’re here’ 

As he went among his rabbits, looking them over and en- 
couraging them, Woundwort considered the situation One 
thing was clear — there was no longer the chance of catching 
Thiayh and the rest off therr guard But perhaps they were 
already so much frightened that they would not fight at all? 
The buchs might give up the does to save their own hives 
Or they might already be on the run, ın which case they 
must be followed and caught at once, for they were fresh 
and his own rabbits were tred and could not pursue 
them far He ought to find out quickly He turned to a 
young rabbit of the Neck Mark, who was feeding close at 
hand 

‘Your name’s Thistle, 1sn’t 1t?’ he asked 

‘Thistle, sır, answered the rabbit 

‘Well, you’re the very fellow I want,” said Woundwort 
*Go and find Captan Campion and tell him to meet me up 
there, by that jumper — do you see where I mean? ~ at once 


You'd better come there too Be quick there’s no ume to 
lose? 
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As soon as Campion and Thistle had joined him, Wound- 
wort took them up to the ridge. He meant to see what was 
happening over at the beech hanger. If the enemy were 
already in flight, Thistle could be sent back with a message 
to Groundsel and Vervain to bring everyone up immediate- 
ly. If they were not, he would see what threats could do. 

They reached the track above the combe and began to 
make their way along it with some caution, since the sunset 
was in their eyes. The light west wind carried a fresh smell 
of rabbits. 

‘If they ave running they haven’t gone far,’ said Wound- 
wort ‘But I don’t thnk they are running: I think they’re 
still ın their warren.’ 

At that moment a rabbit came out of the grass and sat up 
in the middle of the track He paused for a few moments and 
then moved towards them. He was limping and had a 
strained, resolute look. 

“You’re General Woundwort, aren’t you?’ said the rab- 
bit ‘I’ve come to talk to you’ 

‘Did Thlayli send you?’ asked Woundwort 

‘Tm a friend of Thlayh,’ replied the rabbit. ‘I’ve come to 
ask why you’re here and what it is you want.’ 

‘Were you on the river bank in the rain?’ said Wound- 
wort 

‘Yes, I was’ 

‘What was left unfinished there will be finished now,’ said 
Woundwort. ‘We are going to destroy you ° 

‘You won’t find it easy,’ replied the other. ‘You'll take 
home fewer rabbits than you brought We should both do 
better to come to terms’ 5 

‘Very well,’ said Woundwort ‘These are the terms You 
will give back all the does who ran from Efrafa and you will 
hand over the deserters Thlayli and Blackavar to my Owsla ’ 

‘No, we can’t agree to that I’ve come to suggest some- 
thing altogether different and better for us-both A rabbit 
has two ears, a rabbit has two eyes, two nostrils. Our 
two warrens ought to be lke that They ought to be to- 
gether — not fighting. We ought to make other warrens 
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between us ~ start one between here and Efrafa, with rabbits 
from both sides You wouldn’t lose by that, you’d gam We 
both would A lot of your rabbits are unhappy now and it’s 
all you can do to control them, but with this plan you’d 
Soon see a difference Rabbits have enough enemies as 1t 1s 
They ought not to make more among themselves A mating 
between free, independent warrens — what do you say? 
At that moment, in the sunset on Watership Down, there 
was offered to General Woundwort the opportunity to show 
whether he was really the leader of vision and genius which 
he believed himself to be, or whether he was no more thana 
tyrant with the courage and cunning of a pirate For one 
beat of his pulse the lame rabbit’s idea shone clearly before 
him He grasped ıt and realized what ıt meant The next, 
he had pushed it away from him The sun dipped into the 
cloud-bank and now he could see clearly the track along the 
midge, leading to the beech hanger and the bloodshed for 
which he had prepared with so much energy and care 
‘I haven’t time to sit here talking nonsense,’ said Wound- 
wort ‘You're in no position to bargain with us There’s 
nothing more to be said Thistle, go back and tell Captain 
Vervain I want everyone up here at once’ 
“And this rabbit, sir,’ asked Campion ‘Shall I kill hım?” 
‘No, replied Woundwort ‘Since they’ve sent him to 
ask our terms, he’d better take them back ~ Go and tell 
Thlayhı that ıf the does aren’t waiting outside your warren, 
with him and Blackavar, by the tıme I get down there, Ij] 
tear the throat out of every buck ın the place by ni-Frith to- 
morrow ° 
The lame rabbit seemed about to reply, but Woundwort 
had already turned away and was explamuing to Campion 
what he was to do Neither of them bothered to watch the 
lame rabbit as he bmped bach by the way he had come 
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The enforced passivity of their defence, the interminable waiting, 
became insupportable. Day and night they heard the muffled thud 
of the picks above and dreamt of the collapse of the grotto and of 
every ghastly eventuality They were subject to ‘castle-mentality 
in 1fs most extieme form. 


Robin Fedden Crusader Casiles 


“They’ve stopped digging, Hazel-rah,’ said Speedwell. ‘As 
far as I can tell, there’s no one ın the hole’ 

In the close darkness of the Honeycomb, Hazel pushed 
past three or four of his rabbits crouching among the tree 
roots and reached the higher shelf where Speedwell lay 
listening for sounds from above. The Efrafans had reached 
the hanger at early twilight and at once begun a search 
along the banks and among the trees to find out how big 
the warren was and where its holes were They had been 
surprised to find so many holes in such a small area, for 
not many of them had had experience of any warren but 
Efrafa, where very few holes served the needs of many rab- 
bits. At first they had supposed that there must-be a large 
number of rabbits underground The silence and emptiness 
of the open beech-wood made them suspicious, and most 
kept outside, nervous of an ambush. Woundwort had to 
reassure them. Their enemies, he explained, were fools who 
made more runs than any properly-organized warren 
needed They would soon discover their mustake, for every 
one would be opened, until the place became impossible to 
defend As for the droppings of the white bird, scattered in 
the wood, it was plain that they were old. There were no 
signs whatever that the bird was anywhere near. Neverthe- 
less, many of the rank-and-file continued to look cautiously 
about them. At the sudden cry of a peewit on the down, one 
or two bolted and had to be brought back by their officers. 
The story of the bird which had fought for Thlaylı in the 
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Storm had lost nothing in the teling up and down the 
burrows of Efrafa 
Woundwort told Campion to post sentries and keep a 
patrol round about, while Vervain and Groundsel tackled 
the blocked holes Groundsel set to work along the bank, 
while Vervain went into the wood, where the mouths of the 
holes lay between the tree roots He came at once upon the 
open run He hstened, but all was quiet Vervain, (who was 
More used to dealing with prisoners than with enemies) 
ordered two of his rabbits to make their way down ıt The 
discovery of the silent, open run gave him the hope that he 
might be able to seize the warren by a sudden dash to the 
very centre The wretched rabbits, obeying his orders, were 
met by Silver and Buckthorn at a point where the run 
Opened out They were cuffed and mauled and barely got 
Out with their lives The sight of them did nothing to en- 
courage Vervain’s party, who were reluctant to dig and 
made little headway during the darkness before moonrise 
Groundsel, who felt that he ought to set an example, 
himself dug his way into the loose, fallen soul of one of the 
bank runs Ploughing over the soft earth he a fly on summer 
butter and holding his head clear, he suddenly found him- 
self face to face with Blackavar, who sank his front teeth into 
his throat Groundsel, with no freedom to use his weight, 
Screamed and kicked out as best he could Blachavar hun 
on and Groundsel — a heavy rabbit, like all the Efrafan 
officers — dragged him forward a short distance before he 
could md himself of his grip Blackavar Spat out a mouth- 
ful of fur and jumped clear, clawing with his front paws 
But Groundsel had already gone He was lucky not to have 
been more severely wounded 
It became clear to Woundwort that it was going to be 
extremely difficult, 1f not impossible, to take the warren by 
attack down the defended runs There would be a good 
chance of success if several runs could be opened and then 
tackled at the same ume, but he doubted whether his rabbits 
would attempt it, after what they had seen 


He reahz 
he had not given cnough thought, earher on, to seiner 
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would have to do if he lost surprise and had to force an 
entry: he had better give it some thought now. As the moon 
rose, he called Campion in and talked it over with him. 

Campion’s suggestion was they should simply starve 
the warren out. The weather was warm and dry and they 
could easily stay two or three days. This Woundwort 
rejected impatiently. In his own mind, he was not altogether 
certain that daylight might not bring the white bird down 
upon them. They ought to be underground by dawn. But 
apart from this secret anxiety, he felt that his reputation 
depended on a fighting victory. He had brought his Owsla 
to get at these rabbits, knock them down and beat them. A 
siege would be a miserable anticlimax. Also, he wanted to 
get back to Efrafa as soon as he could. Like most war-lords, 
he was never very confident about what was going on be- 
hind his back. 

“If I remember rightly,’ he said, ‘after the main part of 
the warren at Nutley Copse was taken and the fighting was 
as good as over, there were a few rabbits who shut them- 
selves into a smaller burrow where 1t was difficult to get at 
them. I said they were to be dealt with and then I went 
back to Efrafa with the prisoners. How were they dealt 
with and who did it, do you know?? 

‘Captain Mallow did it,’ said Campion. ‘He’s dead, of 
course: but I expect there’s someone here who was with him. 
Pll go and find out.’ 

He returned with a heavy, stolid Owsla sentry named 
Ragwort, who at first had some difficulty m understanding 
what it was that the General wanted to know. At last, 
however, he said that when he had been with Captain 
Mallow, more than a year ago, the captain had told them to 
dig a hole straight down into the ground. In the end the 
earth had given way under them and they had fallen down 
among some rabbits whom they had fought and beaten. 

‘Well, that’s about the only way it can be done,” said 
Woundwort to Campion ‘And if we get them all on to it, 

relicving each other in shifts, we should have a way into the 
place before dawn. You'd better get your sentries out again 
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~ not more than two or three - and we'll make a start at 
once’ 

Soon after, Hazel and his rabbits, below in the Honey- 
comb, heard the first sounds of scratching above It was not 
long before they realized that the digging was going on at 
two points One was at the north end of the Honeycomb, 
above the place where the tree roots formed a kind of cloister 
in the burrow Here the roof, lattıced through and through 
with fine roots, was very strong The other seemed to be 
more or less above the open centre of the Honeycomb, but 
rather nearer to the south end, where the hall broke up into 
bays and runs with columns of earth between Beyond these 
runs lay several of the wairen’s burrows One, lined with 
fur torn from her own belly, contained Clover and the pile 
of grass and leaves, covered over with earth, in which her 
new-born litter were sleeping 

“Well, we seem to be putting them to a great deal of 
trouble,’ said Hazel ‘That’s all to the good Itl blunt their 
claws and I should think they’ll be trred out before they’ve 
done What do you make of 1t, Blackberry?” 

‘Pm afraid it’s a bad look-out, Hazel-rah,’ replied Black- 
berry ‘It’s true they’re ın trouble up at the top end There’s 
a lot of ground above us there and the roots will hold them 
up for a long time But down this end 1t’s easier for them 
They’re bound to dig through fairly soon Then the roof 
will come in, and I can’t see that we can do anything to 
stop them ° 

Hazel could feel hım trembling as he spohe As the sounds 
of digging continued, he sensed fear spreading all through 
the burrow ‘They'll take us back to Efrafa,’ whispered 
Vilthunıl to Thethuthmnang ‘The warren police ~ 

‘Be quiet,’ said Hyzenthlay ‘The buchs aren’t talking 
lıke that and why should we? I'd rather be here now, as we 
are, than never have left Efrafa ° 

It was bravely said, but Hazel was not the only one who 

could tell her thoughts Bigwig remembered the night m 

Efrafa when he had calmed her by talking of the high downs 

and the certainty of their escape In the dark, he nuzzled 
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Hazel’s shoulder and pressed hım over to one side of the 
wide burrow. 

‘Listen, Hazel,’ he said, ‘we’re not finished yet. Not by a 
long way. When the roof breaks, they’ come down into 
this end of the Honeycomb. But we can get everybody back 
into the sleeping burrows behind and block the runs that 
lead to them They’ll be no better off” 

“Well, 1f we do that 1t’ll last a bit longer,’ said Hazel. 
“But they'll soon be able to break into the sleeping burrows, 
once they’re in here.’ 

“They'll find me there when they do,’ said Bigwig, ‘and 
one or two more besides I shouldn’t wonder if they didn’t 
decide to go home.’ 

With a kind of wry envy, Hazel realized that Bigwig was 
actually looking forward to meeting the Efrafan assault He 
knew he could fight and he meant to show it. He was not 
thinking of anything else. The hopelessness of their chances 
had no important place in his thoughts Even the sound of 
the digging, clearer already, only set him thinkmg of the 
best way to sell his life as dearly as he could But what else 
was there for any of them to do? At least Bigwig’s prepara- 
tions would:keep the others busy and perhaps do something 
to dispel the silent fear that filled all the warren. 

‘Yowre quite right, Bigwig,’ he said. ‘Let’s prepare a 
little reception Will you tell Silver and the others what you -7 
want and get them started ?’ 

As Bigwig began to explain his plan to Silver and Holly, 
Hazel sent Speedwell to the north end of the Honeycomb to 

listen to the digging and keep reporting what he could make 
out about its progress As far as he could see, it would make 
little difference whéther the roof-fall came there or in the 
centre, but at least he ought to try to show the others that 
he was keeping his wits about him. 

‘We can’t break these walls down to stop the run between, 


Bigwig,’ said Holly. ‘They hold the roof up at this end, you 
know °? 


‘I know that,’ answered Bigwig ‘We’ll dig into the walls 
of the sleeping burrows behind. They’ll need to be bigger 
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anyway, if we’re all going to get in there together Then 
lack the loose earth back into the spaces between the 
columns Stop the whole thing right up’ 

Since he had come out of Efrafa Bigwig’s standing was 
very high Seemg him ın good heart, the others set aside 
their fear as best they could and did as he told them, en- 
larging the burrows beyond the south end of the Honey- 
comb and ping up the soft earth in the entry runs until 
what had been a colonnade began to become a solid wall It 
was during a pause in this work that Speedwell reported 
that the digging above the north end had stopped Hazel 
went and crouched beside him, lstening for some time 
There was nothing to be heard He went back to where 
Buckthorn sat guarding the foot of the single open run — 
Kehaar’s run, as ıt was called 

‘You know what’s happened?’ he said ‘They’ve realized 
they’re all among the beech roots up there, so they’ve 
chucked ıt They'll be going harder at the other end now’ 

‘I suppose so, Hazel-rah,’ rephed Buckthorn After a 
httle he said, ‘D’ you remember the rats ın the barn? We got 
out of that all night, didn’t we? But I’m afraid we shan’t get 
out of this It’s a pity, after all we’ve done together ° 

‘Yes, we shall, said Hazel, with all the conviction he 
could muster But he knew that if he stayed he would not be 
able to keep up the pretence Buckthorn ~ a decent, straight- 
forward fellow 1f ever there was one — where would he be 
by ni-Frith tomorrow? And he himself — where had he led 
them, with all his clever schemes? Had they come over the 
common, among the shiming wires, through the thunder- 
storm, the culverts on the great river, to die at the claws of 

General Woundwort? It was not the death they deserved 
it was not the right end of the clever track they had run. 
But what could stop Woundwort? What could save them 
now? Nothing, he knew — unless some tremendous blow 
were to fall upon the Efrafans from outside and of that 
there was no chance He turned away from Buckthorn 
Scratch, scratch scratch, scratch came the sound of 
digging above Crossing the floor in the dark, H: eae 
> Hazel found 
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himself beside another rabbit, who was crouching silently T 
the near side of the new-piled wall He stopped, sniffing 4t 
was Fiver. 

‘Aren’t you working?’ he asked listlessly. 

‘No, rephed Fiver. ‘I’m listening.’ 

‘To the digging, you mean?’ , 

‘No, not the digging. There’s something I’m nyng a 
hear ~ something the others can’t hear. Only I can t hear } 
either. But it’s close. Deep Leaf-drift, deep I’m going aways 
Hazel — going away.’ His voice grew slow and drowsy: 
‘Falling But it’s cold. Cold.’ 

The air in the dark burrow was stifling. Hazel bent over 
Fiver, pushing the limp body with his nose. n 

t Cold, muttered Fiver. ‘How — how. How - how cold! 

There was a long silence. 

‘Fiver?’ said Hazel. ‘Fiver? Can you hear me?’ 

Suddenly a terrıble sound broke from Fiver; a sound at 
which every rabbit ın the warren leapt in dreadful fear, 2 
sound that no rabbit had ever made, that no rabbit had the 
power to make It was deep and utterly unnatural. The 
rabbits working on the far side of the wall crouched terri- 
fied One of the does began to squeal. 3 

‘Dirty httle beasts,’ yelped Fiver. ‘How — how dare you! 
Get out — out! Out —- out!’ 


Bigwig burst through the piled earth, twitching and pant- 
ing. 3 
‘In the name of Frith, stop him!’ he gasped. ‘They'll all 
go mad!’ i 

Shuddering, Hazel clawed at Fiver’s side. 

‘Wake! Fiver, wake!” 

But Fiver was lying in a deep stupor 

In Hazel’s mind, green branches were straining 1n the 
wind. Up and down they swayed, thresh and ply. There 
was something — something he could glimpse between 
them What was it? Water he sensed; and fear. Then sud- 
denly he saw clearly, for an instant, a little huddle of rabbits 
on the bank of a stream at dawn, listening to the sound of 
yelping in the wood above and the scolding of a jay. 
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‘IfI were you, I shouldn’t wait until m-Fnth I should 
80 now In fact, I think you’ll have to There’s a large dog 
loose in the wood There’s a large dog loose in the wood ° 

The wind blew, the trees shook their myriads of leaves 

he stream was gone He was in the Honeycomb, facing 
Bigwig in the dark, across the motionless body of Fiver The 
scratching from above was louder and closer 

‘Bigwig,’ said Hazel, ‘do as I say at once, there’s a good 
fellow We’ve got hardly any trme Go and get Dandelion 
and Blackberry and bring them to meat the foot of Kehaar’s 
Tun, quickly ’ 

At the foot of the run Buckthorn was still ın his place He 
had not moved at Fiver’s cry, but his breath was short and 
his pulse very quick Fle and the other three rabbits gathered, 
about Hazel without a word 

‘Tve got a plan,’ said Hazel ‘If it works, it’ll finish 
Woundwort for good and all But I’ve no time to explain 
Every moment counts now Dandelion and Blackberry, you 
come with me You’re to go straight up out of this run and 
through the trees to the down Then northwards, over the 
edge and down to the fields Don’t stop for anything You'll 
go faster than I shall Want for me by the :ron tree at the 
bottom ° 

‘But, Hazel — said Blackberry 

“As soon as we’ve gone,’ said Hazel, turning to Bigwig, 
“you’re to block this run and get everyone back behind the 
wall you’ve made If they break in, hold them up as long 
as you cam Don’t give m to them on any account El- 
ahrairah has shown me what to do’ 

‘But where are you going, Hazel?’ asked Bigwig 

“To the farm,’ said Hazel, ‘to gnaw another rope Now, 
you two, follow me up the run and don’t forget, you stop 
for nothing until you’re down the mH If there are rabbits 
outside, don’t fight ~ run’ 

Without another word he dashed up the tunnel and out 
into the wood, with Blackberry and Dandehon on his heels 
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Cry Havoc! And let slip the dogs of war. 
Shakespeare Julius Caesar 


At that moment General Woundwort, out on the open grass 
below the bank, was facing Thistle and Ragwort in the 
chequered, yellow moonlight of the small hours. 

‘You weren’t put at the mouth of that run to listen,’ he 
said. “You were put there to stop anyone breaking out. 
You had no business to leave ıt. Get back at once.’ 

‘I give you my word, sir,’ said Thistle, querulously, 
“there’s some animal down there that is not a rabbit. We 
both heard it.’ 

‘And did you smell it®’ asked Woundwort. 

‘No, sir. No tracks or droppings either But we both 
heard an animal and it was no rabbit.’ 

Several of the diggers had left ther work and were 
gathered nearby, listening. A muttering began. 

‘They had a homba that killed Captain Mallow. My 
brother was there. He saw it.’ 

‘They had a great bird that turned into a shaft of light- 
ning.’ 

‘There was another animal that took them away down the 
river.’ 

‘Why can’t we go home?’ 

‘Stop that!’ said Woundwort. He went up to the group. 
‘Who said that? You, was it? Very well, go home. Go on, 
hurry up. Pm waiting. That’s the way — over there.’ 

The rabbit did not move. Woundwort looked slowly 
round 

‘Right,’ he said. “Anyone else who wants to go home can 
geton withit Itsa nice long way and you’ll have no officers, 
because they'll all be busy digging, including myself Cap- 
tain Vervain, Captain Groundsel, will you come with me? 
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‘ou, Thistle, go out there and fetch Captain Campion And 
ou, Ragwort, get back to the mouth of that run you had no 
usiness to leave ” 

Very soon, the digging was resumed The hole was deep 
ow ~ deeper than Woundwort had expected and std there 
vas no sign of a fall But all three rabbits could sense that 
ot far below them there lay a hollow space 
‘Keep at ıt? sud Woundwort ‘It won’t take long 
now °? 

When Campion came ım, he reported that he had seen 
three rabbits running away over the down to the north One 
appeared to be the lame rabbit He had been about to pursue 
them but had returned in response to the order brought by 
Thistle 

“It doesn’t matter, said Woundwort ‘Let them go 
Theie’ll be three less when we get in What, you again?’ he 
snapped, as Ragwort appeared beside him ‘What 1s ıt this 
time ?? 

‘The open run, sir,’ said Ragwoit ‘It’s been broken in 
and stopped from down below’ 

“Then you can start doing something useful,’ sud Wound- 
wort ‘Get that root out No, that one, you fool’ 

The digging contmued, as the first streaks of hght began 
to come into the east 

+ 

The great field at the foot of the escarpment had been 
reaped, but the straw had not yet been burned and lay ın 
long, pale rows upon the darker stubble, tenting over the 
bristling stalks and the weeds of harvest — knot-grass and 
pimpernel, fluellen and speedwell, heartsease and persicary 
~ colourless and still ın the old moonlight Between the 
lines of straw the expanse of stubble was as open as the 
down 

‘Now, said Hazel, as they came out from the belt of 
hawthorn and dogwood where the pylon stood, ‘are you 
both sure you understand what we’re going to do?? 


“It’s a tall order, isn’t it, Hazel-rah?’ answere d 
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Dandelion. ‘But we’ve got to try it, that’s certain, There’s 
nothing else that’ll save the warren now.’ 

‘Come on, then,’ said Hazel. ‘The going’s easy, anyway — 
half as far now the field’s been cut. Don’t bother about 
cover — just run in the open Keep with me, though. PH 
go as fast as I can.” i 

They crossed the field easily enough, Dandelion running 
ahead. The only alarm came when they startled four 
partridges, which whirred away over the hedge to the west 
and sailed down, spread-winged, into the field beyond. 
Soon they reached the road and Hazel halted among the 
quickset on top of the nearer bank. 

‘Now, Blackberry,’ he said, ‘this is where we leave you: 
Lie close and don’t move. When the time comes, don't 
break too soon You've got the best head of any of us Use 
it — and keep it, too. When you get back, go to ground in 
Kehaar’s run and stay there till things are safe. Have you 
got your line clear?’ 

“Yes, Hazel-rah,’ replied Blackberry. ‘But as far as I can 
see, I may have to run from here to the iron tree without a 
check There’s no cover’ 

“I know,’ said Hazel ‘It can’t be helped. If the worst 
comes to the worst, you’ll have to turn for the hedge and 
then keep popping in and out of it. Do whatever you hke. 
There’s no time for us to stay and work it out. Only make 
sure you get back to the warren. It all depends on you’ 

Blackberry burrowed his way into the moss and ivy 
round the base of the thorn. The other two crossed the road 

and made uphill towards the sheds beside the lane 

“Good roots they keep there,’ said Hazel, as they passed 
them and reached the hedge. ‘’Pity we’ve no time just now. 
When this 1s over we'll have a nice, quiet raid on the place.’ 

‘I hope we do, Hazel-rah,’ said Dandelion. ‘Are you going 
straight up the lane? What about cats?? 

“It’s the quickest way,’ said Hazel ‘That’s all that matters 

now.’ 

By this time the first ight was clear and several larks were 

up. às they approached the great ring of elm trees, they 
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, heard once more the quich sighing and rusthng above them 
and one yellow leaf came spinning down to the edge of the 
ditch They reached the top of the slope and saw before 
them the barns and the farmyard Bird-song was breaking 


be seen, but the rope, tied to the eye-bolt on the flat roof, 
trailed over the edge and disappeared across the straw- 
covered threshold 
‘We're in ume,’ said Hazel ‘The brute’s still asleep Now 
andelion, you mustn’t make any mistake You he in the 
Brass just there, Opposite the kennel When the rope’s 
8nawed through you'll see it fall Unless the dog’s ull or deaf, 
1t’ll be alert by then, probably before, I’m afraid, but that’s 
my look-out It’s up to you to attract ıt and make it chase 
you all the way down to the road You're very fast Take 
Care it doesn’t lose you Use the hedges if you want to but 
remember 1t’ll be trating the rope Get ıt down to Black- 
erry That’s all that matters ° 
‘If we ever meet again, Hazel-rah,’ said Dandelion, as he 
took cover in the grass verge, ‘we ought to have the makings 
of the best story ever’ 
‘And you'll be the chap to tell 1t,? said Hazel 
© moved away in a half-circle to the morning side and 
reached the wall of the farmhouse Then he began to hop 
Cautiously along the wall, ın and out of the narrow flower- 
ed His head was a tumult of smells — phlox ın bloom, 
ashes, cow-dung, dog, cat, hens, stagnant water He came to 
the back ofthe kennel, reeking of creosote and of rank straw 
half-used bale of straw stood against ıt — no doubt clean 
bedding which, in the dry weather, had not been put bach 
under cover Here at least was one piece of luck, for he had 
€apected to have trouble in getting on the roof He scrambled 
up the straw Across part of the felted roof lay a torn piece of 
old blanket, wet with dew Hazel sat up, sniffing, and put his 
fore-paws on it It did not shp He pulled himself up 
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How much noise had he made? How strong was his 
scent over the tar and straw and farmyard? He waited, 
tense to Jump, expecting movement below. There was no 
sound Ina terrible miasma of dog-smell, which gripped him 
with fear and called ‘Run! Run!’ down every nerve, he 
crept forward to where the eye-bolt was screwed into the 
roof His claws scraped shghtly and he stopped again. Stll 
there was no movement He crouched down and began to 
nibble and gnaw at the thick cord 

It was easier than he had thought it would be. It was a 
good deal easier than the cord on the punt, though about 
as thick The punt-cord had been drenched through with 
rain, phant, slippery and fibrous This, though dewy on the 
outside, was dry-cored and hght In very little tıme the 
clean inside was showing His chisel-hke fore-teeth bit 
steadily and he felt the dry strands rip The cord was as 
good as half through already 

At that moment he felt the heavy weight of the dog move 
beneath him It stretched, shuddered and yawned. The 
rope moved a little and the straw rustled. The foul smell 
of ıt came strong, in a cloud 

‘It doesn’t matter ıfıt hears me now,’ thought Hazel. ‘If 
only I can get the rope bitten through quickly, ıt doesn’t 
matter ‘The dog’ll go to Dandelion, if only I can be quick 
enough to make sure that the rope breaks when it begins to 
tug’ 

He ripped at the cord again and sat back for a quick 
breath, looking across the track to where Dandelion was 
waiting Then he froze and stared A short distance behind 
Dandelion, in the grass, was’ the white-chested tabby, 
wide-eyed, tail-lashing, crouching. It had seen both himself 

and Dandelion As he watched, ıt crept a length nearer. 
Dandelion was lying still, watching the front of the kennel 
miently, as he had been told The cat tensed itself to 
spring 

Before he knew what he was doing, Hazel stamped on the 
hollow 100f. Twice he stamped and then turned to leap to 
the giound and run Dandelion, reacting instantly, shot out 
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of the grass to the open gravel In the same moment, the 
cat jumped and landid exactly where he had been lying 
The dog gave two quick, sharp barks and rushed out of the 
kennel It saw Dandelion at once and ian to the full extent 
ofthe rope The rope went taut, held for an instant and then 
Parted at the point where Hazel had gnawed 1t to a thread 
The kennel jerked forward, tilted, fell back and struck the 
ground with a jolt Hazel, already off balance, alayed at 
the blanket, missed his footung and fell over the edge He 
landed heavily on his weak leg and lay kicking The dog was 
gone 

Hazel stopped kiching and lay still There was a spurt of 
pain along his haunch but he knew that he could move 
He remembered the raised floor of the barn across the farm- 
yard He could mp the short distance, get under the floor 
and then make his way to the ditch He raised himself on 
his fore-legs 

On the instant he was knocked sideways and felt himself 
Pressed down There was a light but sharp pricking beneath 
the fur across his bach He lashed out with his hind legs but 
Struck nothing He turned his head The cat was on him, 
crouched half across his body Its whiskers brushed his 
far Its great, green eyes, the pupils contracted to vertical, 
black shits in the sunshine, were staring into his own 

‘Can you run?’ hissed the cat ‘I think not’ 


46 Bigwig Stands his Ground 


Hard pounding this, gentlemen Let’s see who will pound longest 
The Duke of Wellington (at Waterloo) 


Groundsel scrambled up the steep slope of the shaft and re- 
jomed Woundwort in the pit at the top 
‘There’s nothing left to dig, sir,” he sud 


‘The bott 
fall ın of anyone goes down there now ’ om will 
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‘Can you make out what’s below?’ asked Woundwort. 
‘Is it a run or a burrow we shall be into?’ 

‘Pm fairly sure it’s a burrow, sir,’ answered Groundsel. 
‘In fact, it feels to me as though there’s an unusually big 
space underneath.’ 

‘How many rabbits are in it, do you think?’ , 

‘I couldn’t hear any at all. But they may be keeping 
quiet and waiting to attack us when we break in.’ Te 

‘They haven’t done much attacking up to now, sal 
Woundwort. ‘A poor lot, Pd say — skulking underground, 
and some of them running away in the night. I don’t fancy 
we'll have much trouble ° 

‘Unless, sir — said Groundsel 

Woundwort looked at him and waited. 

“Unless the — the animal attacks us, sir,’ said Groundsel. 
‘Whatever it is. It’s not hke Ragwort to rmagine anything. 
He’s very stolid. I’m only trying to think ahead,’ he added, 
as Woundwort still said nothing , 

‘Well,’ said Woundwort at last, ‘if there 7s an animal, 1t’ll 
find out that J’m an animal too ’ He came out on the bank, 
where Campion and Vervain were waiting with a number 
of the other rabbits. 

“We've done all the hard work now,’ he said. ‘We’ll be 
able to take our does home as soon as we've finished down 
below The way we’ll go about ıt 1s this I’m going to break 
the bottom of the hole in and go straight down into the 
burrow underneath. I want only three others to follow, 
otherwise there’ll be complete confusion and we shall all be 
fighting each other. Vervain, you come behind me and 
bring two more If there’s any trouble we’ll deal with ıt. 
Groundsel, you follow. But you’re to stay in the shaft, 
understand? Don’t jump down until I tell you When we 
know where we are and what we’re doing, you can bring a 
few more in? 

There was not a rabbit in the Owsla but had confidence 
in Woundwort As they heard him preparing to go first into 
the depths of the enemy warren as calmly as though he were 
looking for dandelions, his officers’ spirits rose. It seemed to 
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them quite likcly that the place would be given up without 
any fighting at all When the General had led the final 
assault at Nutley Copse he had hulled three rabbits under- 
ground and no more had dared to oppose him, although 
there had been some hard tussles ın the outer 1uns the day 
before 
$ Very well,’ said Woundwort ‘Now, I don’t want anyone 
straying away Campion, you see to that As soon as we get 
one of the blocked runs opened from inside you can fill the 
Place up Keep them together here till I let you know and 
then send them ın fast ? 
“Best of luck, sir,’ said Campion 
Woundwort jumped mto the pit, flattened his ears and 
went down the shaft He had already decided that he was 
not going to stop to listen There was no point, since he 
meant to break ın at once whether there was anything to be 
heard or not It was more important that he should not 
seem to hesitate or cause Vervain to do so, and that the 
enemy, if they were there, should have the shortest possible 
time in which to hear him coming Below, there would be 
either a run or a burrow Either he would have to fight 
Immediately or else there would first be a chance to look 
round and sense where he was It did not matter What 
mattered was finding rabbits and killing them 
He came to the bottom of the shaft As Groundsel had 
Said, ıt was plamly thin — brittle as ice on a puddle — chalk, 
pebbles and light soil Woundwort scored ıt across with his 
fore-claws Shghtly damp, it held a moment and then 
fell inwards, crumbling As ıt fell, Woundwort followed 
ıt 
He fell about the length of his own body — far enough to 
tell hım that he was ın a burrow As he landed he kicked out 
with his hind legs and then dashed forward, partly to be out 
of Vervain’s way as he followed and partly to reach the wall 
and face about before he could be attacked from behind 
He found himself against a pile of soft earth — evidently the 
end ofa blocked run leading out of the burrow ~ and turned 
A moment later Vervain was beside him The third rabbit, 
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whoever he was, seemed to be in difficulties. They could 
both hear him scrabbling in the fallen soil. 

‘Over here,’ said Woundwort sharply. 

The rabbit, a powerful, heavy veteran by the name of 
Thunder, joined them, stumbling. 

‘What’s the matter?’ asked Woundwort. 

“Nothing, sır, answered Thunder, ‘only there’s a dead 
rabbit on the floor and it startled me for a moment’ , 

‘A dead rabbit?’ said Woundwort. ‘Are you sure he’s 
dead? Where is he?’ 

‘Over there, sir, by the shaft’ 

Woundwort crossed the burrow quickly On the far side 
of the rubble that had fallen ın from the shaft was lying the 
mert body of a buck. He sniffed at ıt and then pressed it 
with his nose. - 

‘He’s not been dead long,” he said. ‘He’s nearly cold but 
not stiff. What do you make of it, Vervain? Rabbits don’t 
die underground.’ aed 

“It’s a very small buck, sir, answered Vervain. ‘*Didn’t 
fancy the idea of fighting us, perhaps, and the others killed 
him when he said so.’ 

‘No, that won’t do There’s not a scratch on him. Well, 
leave him, anyway. We’ve got to get on, and a rabbit this 
size isn’t going to make any difference, dead or alive’ 

He began to move along the wall, sniffing as he went. He 
passed the mouths of two blocked runs, came to an opening 
between thick tree-roots, and stopped. The place was 
evidently very big — bigger than the Council burrow at 
Efrafa. Since they were not being attacked, he could turn 
the space to his own advantage by getting some more 
rabbits in at once He went back quickly to the foot of the 
shaft. By standing on his hind legs he could just rest his fore- 

paws on the ragged lp of the hole. 

‘ Groundsel?’ he said. 

‘Yes, sir?’ answered Groundsel from above. 

‘Come on,’ said Woundwort, ‘and bring four others with 
you. Jump to this side’ — he moved slightly — ‘ there’s a dead 
rabbit on the floor — one of theirs.’ 
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He was still expecting to be attacked at any moment, but 
the place remained silent He continued to listen, sniffing 
the close air, while the five rabbits dropped one by one into 
the burrow Then he took Groundsel over to the two 
blocked runs along the eastern wall 

“Get these open as quick as you can,” he said, ‘and send 
two rabbits to find out what’s behind the tree roots beyond 
If they're attacked you’re to go and join 1n at once’ 

“You know, there’s something strange about the wall at 
the other end, sir,’ said Vervain, as Groundsel began setting 
his rabbits to work ‘Most of 1t’s hard earth that’s never been 
dug But in one or two places there are piles of much softer 
stuff Td say that runs leading through the wall have been 
filled up very recently — probably since yesterday evening ’ 

Woundwort and Vervain went carefully along the south 
wall of the Honeycomb, scratching and listening 

I beheve you're right, sad Woundwort ‘Have you 
heard any movement from the other side?’ 

‘Yes, sir, Just about here,’ said Vervain 
; “We'll get this pile of soft earth down,’ said Woundwort 

Put two rabbits on it If I’m right and Thlayl’s on the 
other side, they’ll run into trouble before long That’s what 
we want ~ to force him to attack them ° 

As Thunder and Thistle began to dig, Woundwort 
crouched silently behind them, waiting 


+ 


Even before he heard the roof of the Honeycomb fall in, 
igwig Lnew that it could be only a matter of tıme before the 
Efrafans found the soft places in the south wall and set to 
work to break through one of them That would not tahe 
long Then he would have to fight ~ probably with Wound- 
wort himself and 1f Woundwort closed with him and used 
his weight he would have little chance Somehow, he must 
manage to hurt him at the outset, before he eapected it But 
how? 
He put the problem to Holly 
‘The trouble is this warren wasn’t dug to be defended,’ 
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said Holly. “That was what the Slack Run was for, back at 
home, so the Threarah once told me. It was made so that if 
we ever had to, we could get down beneath an enemy and 
come up where he wasn’t expecting us.’ ; 

‘That’s it!’ cried Bigwig. ‘Thats the idea! Look, Pm 
going to dig myself into the floor of the run just behind this 
blocked opening. Then you cover me with earth. It won’t 
be noticed — there’s so much digging and mess in the place 
already. I know it’s a risk, but itll be better than just trying 
to stand up in front of a rabbit like Woundwort.’ 

‘But suppose they break through the wall somewhere 

else?’ said Holly. ae a 

“You must try to make them do it here,’ replied Bigwig: 

“When you hear them on the other side, make a noise — do 
a bit of scratching or something — just above where I am. 
Anything to get them interested. Come on, help me to dig. 
And Silver, get everyone back out of the Honeycomb now 
and close this wall completely.’ : 

‘Bigwig,’ said Pipkin, ‘I can’t wake Fiver. He’s still lying 
out there in the middle of the floor. What’s to be done?’ 

‘Tm afraid there’s nothing we can do now,’ replied Big- 
wig. “It’s a great pity, but we’ll have to leave him.’ 

‘Oh, Bigwig,’ cried Pipkin, ‘let me stay out there with 
him! You'll never miss me, and I can go on trying ~ 

*Filao-roo,’ said Holly as kindly as he could, ‘if we lose no 
one but Fiver before this business is ended, then the Lord 
Frith himself will be fighting for us No, I’m sorry, old chap, 
not another word. We need you, we need everyone. Silver; 
see that he goes back with the others.’ 

When Woundwort dropped through the roof of the 
Honeycomb, Bigwig was already lying under a thin covering 
of soil on the other side of the south wall, not far from 
Clover’s burrow. 

F 


Thunder sunk his teeth into a piece of broken root and 
pulled it out. There was an instant fall of earth and a gap 
opened where he had been digging. The soil no longer 
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reached to the roof It was only a broad pile of soft earth, 
halffilling the run Woundwort, still waiting silently, could 
smell and hear a considerable numbcr of rabbits on the far 
side He hoped that now they might come into the open 
“row and try to attack him But they made no move 
Vhen it came to fighting, Woundwort was not given to 
careful calculation Men, and larger animals such as wolves, 
Usually have an idea of their own numbers and those of the 
enemy and this affects their readiness to fight and how they 
80 about it Woundwort had never had any need to think 
e this What he had learned from all his expericnce of 
fighting was that nearly always there are those who want to 
fight and those who do not but feel they cannot avoid ıt 
ore than once he had fought alone and imposed his will on 
crowds of other rabbits He held down a great warren with 
the help of handful of devoted officers It did not occur to 
now — and if it had, he would not have thought ıt 
Mattered ~ that most of his rabbits were still outside, that 
ose who were with him were fewer than those on the other 
side of the wall and that until Groundsel had got the runs 
pen they could not get out even if they wanted to This sort 
of thing does not count among fighting rabbits Ferocity and 
@8gression are everything What Woundwort knew was that 
those beyond the wall were afraid of him and that on this 
account he had the advantage 
Groundsel,’ he said, ‘as soon as you’ve got those runs 
Open, tell Campion to send everyone down here The rest 
of you, follow me We’ll have this business finished by the 
ume the others get in to jom us’ 
oundwort waited only for Groundsel to bring back the 
two rabbits who had been sent to search among the tree 
Toots at the north end of the burrow Then, with Vervain 
behind him, he climbed the pile of fallen earth and thrust 
his way into the narrow run In the dark he could hear and 
smell the rusthng and crowding of rabbits — both bucks and 
does — ahead of him There were two bucks directly in his 
path but they fell back as he ploughed through the loose 
soul He plunged forward and felt the ground suddenly turn 
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beneath hım The next moment a rabbit started up from the 
earth at his feet and sank his teeth in the pit of his near fore- 
leg, just where it jomed the body. j 
Woundwort had won almost every fight of his hfe by 
using his weight. Other rabbits could not stop him and once 
they went down they seldom got up He tried to push now, 
but his back legs could get no purchase in the pile of loose, 
yielding sol behind him. He reared up, and as he did so 
realized that the enemy beneath him was crouching in a 
scooped-out trench the size of his own body. He struck out 
and felt his claws score deeply along the back and haunch 
‘Then the other rabbit, still keeping his grip under Wound- 
wort’s shoulder, thrust upwards with his hind legs braced 
against the floor of the trench. Woundwort, with both fore- 
feet off the ground, was thrown over on his back on the earth 
pule He lashed out, but the enemy had already loosed his 
hold and was beyond his reach. ; 

Woundwort stood up He could feel the blood running 
down the inside of his near foreleg. The muscle was wounded 
He could not put his full weight on it. But his own claws, too, 
were bloody and this blood was not his 

‘Are you all right, sir?’ asked Vervain, behind him 

‘Of course I’m all right, you fool, sad Woundwort. 
‘Follow me close.’ 

The other rabbit spoke from ın front of him. 

‘You told me once to start by impressing you, General I 
hope I have.’ 

‘I told you once that I would kill you myself,’ replied 
Woundwort. ‘There is no white bird here, Thlayh ’ He 
advanced for the second time. 

Bigwig’s taunt had been deliberate He hoped that 
Woundwort would fly at him and so give him a chance to 
bite hum again. But as he waited, pressed to the ground, 
he reahzed that Woundwort was too clever to be drawn. 
Always quick to size up any new situation, he was coming 
forward slowly, keeping close to the ground himself. He 
meant to use his claws. Afraid, listening to Woundwort’s 
approach, Bigwig could hear the uneven movement of his 
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forepaws, almost within striking distance Instunctively he 
drew back and as he did so the thought came with the 
sound ‘The near forepaw’s dragging He can’t use it 
Properly * Leaving his night flank exposed, he struch out on 
his near side 

His claws found Woundwort’s leg, mpping sideways, but 
before he could draw back, Woundwort’s whole weight 
came down on him and the next moment his teeth had met 
in his nght ear Bigwig squealed, pressed down and thrash- 
ing from side to side Woundwort, feeling his enemy’s fear 
and helplessness, loosed his hold of the ear and rose above 

» ready to bite and tear him across the back of the neck 

For an instant he stood above the helpless Bigwig, hus 
shoulders filing the run Then his injured foreleg gave way 
and he lurched sideways against the wall Bigwig cuffed him 
twice across the face and felt the third blow pass through hus 
Whiskers as he sprang back The sound of his heavy breath- 
ing came plainly from the top of the earth pile Bigwig, the 

lood oozing from his back and ear, stood his ground and 
Waited Suddenly he realized that he could see the dark 
shape of General Woundwort faintly outlned, where he 
crouched above him ‘The first traces of dayhght were 


ghmmering through the broken roof of the Honeycomb 
behind 
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Ole bull he comes for me, wi’s head down But I didn’t flinch I 
went for ’¢ “Twas him as did th’ flinchin’ 


Flora Thompson Lark Rese 


When Hazel stamped, Dandelion leapt instinctively from 
the grass verge If there had been a hole he would have made 
for ıt For the briefest mstant he looked up and down the 
gravel Then the dog was rushing upon him and he turned 
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and made for the 1aised barn. But before he reached it he 
realized that he must not take refuge under the floor If he 
did the dog would check: very hkely a man would call ıt 
back. He had to get it out of the farmyard and down to the 
road He altered direction and raced up the lane towards 
the elms. 

He had not expected the dog to be so close behind him. 
He could hear its breath and the loose gravel flying under 
its paws : 

“It’s too fast for me!’ he thought. ‘It’s going to catch me! 
In another moment it would be on him and then it would 
roll him over, snapping his back and biting out his hfe He 
knew that hares, when overtaken, dodge by turning more 
quickly and neatly than the pursumg dog and doubling 
back on their track ‘I shall have to double,’ he thought 
desperately ‘But ıf I do it will hunt me up and down the 
lane and the man will call it off, or else I shall have to lose it 
by going through the hedge: then the whole plan will fail 

He tore over the crest and down towards the cattle-shed. 
When Hazel had told him what he was to do 1t had seemed 
to him that his task would consist of leading the dog on and 
persuading it to follow him Now he was running simply to 
save his life, and that at a speed he had never touched 
before, a speed he knew he could not keep up 

In actual fact Dandelion covered three hundred yards to 
the cattle-shed in a good deal less than half a minute But 
as he reached the straw at the entrance it seemed to him that 
he had run for ever. Hazel and the farmyard were long, 
long ago. He had never done anything ın his life but run m 

terror down the the lane, feeling the dog’s breath at his 
haunches Inside the gate a big rat ran across in front of 
him and the dog checked at it for a moment Dandelion 
gained the nearest shed and went headlong between two 
bales of straw at the foot ofa pule It was a narrow place and 
he turned round only with some difficulty. The dog was 
immediately outside, scratching eagerly, whining and throw- 
ing up loose straw as it sniffed along the foot of the bales 
‘Sit tight,’ said a young rat, from the straw close beside 
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bee ‘It'll be off ın a minute They're not lihe cats, you 
ow’ 

“That’s the trouble,’ said Dandelion, panting and rolling 
the whites of his eyes ‘It mustn’t lose me, and tume’s 
everything > 

‘What?’ said the rat, puzzled ‘What you say?’ 

Without answering, Dandelion shpped along to another 
crack, gathered himself a moment and then broke cover, 
running across the yard to the opposite shed It was open- 
fronted and he went straight through to the boarding along 
the back There was a gap under the broken end of a board 
and here he crept into the field beyond The dog, following, 
thrust 1ts head mto the gap and pushed, barking with 
excitement Gradually the loose board levered open hke a 
trap-door until ıt was able to force its way through 

Now that he had a better start, Dandelion kept in the open 
and ran down the field to the hedge beside the road He 
knew he was slower but the dog seemed slower too Choos- 
ing a thick part, he went through the hedge and crossed the 
road Blackberry came to meet him, scuttering down the 
further bank Dandelion dropped exhausted ın the ditch 
The dog was not twenty feet away on the other side of the 
hedge It could not find a big enough gap 

“It’s faster than ever I thought,’ gasped Dandelion, ‘but 
Pve taken the edge off it I can’t do any more I must go to 
ground I’m finished ° 

It was plain that Blackberry was frightened 

‘Fnth help me!’ he whispered ‘PFI never do it! 

‘Go on, quick,’ sud Dandelion, “before ıt loses interest 
PI overtake you and help if I can’ 

Blackberry hopped deliberately into the road and sat up 
Seeing him, the dog yelped and thrust its weight against the 
hedge Blackberry ran slowly along the road towards a paw 
of gates that stood opposite each other further down The 
dog stayed level with him As soon as he was sure that it had 
seen the gate on its own side and meant to go to it, Black. 


berry turned and climbed the bank Out in the stubble he 
waited for the dog to reappear Š 
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It was a long time coming; and when at last ıt pushed 1ts 
way between the gate-post and the bank into the field, 1t 
paid him no attention. It nosed along the foot of the bank, 
put up a partridge and bounced after it and then began to 
scratch about in a clump of dock-plants. For some time 
Blackberry felt too terrified to move. Then, in desperation, 
he hopped slowly towards it, trying to act as though he had 
not noticed that 1t was there. It dashed after him, but al- 
most at once seemed to lose interest and returned to 11s 
nosing and sniffing over the ground. Finally, when he was 
utterly at a loss, it set off over the field of 1ts own accord, 
padding easily along beside one of the rows of threshed 
straw, trailing the broken cord and pouncing in and out at 
every squeak and rustle. Blackberry, sheltering behind a 
parallel row, kept level with it In this manner they covered 
the distance to the pylon line, half way to the foot of the 
down It was here that Dandelion caught up with him. _ 

“It’s not fast enough, Blackberry! We must get on. Bigwig 
may be dead.’ 

‘I know, but at least it’s gomg the right way I couldn’t 
get ıt to move at all to start with. Can’t we — 

“It’s got to come up the down at speed or there'll be no 
surprise Come on, we’ll draw it together. We’ll have to get 
ahead of ıt first, though ° 

They ran fast through the stubble until they neared the 
trees. Then they turned and crossed the dog’s line in full 
view. This time it pursued instantly and the two rabbits 
reached the undergrowth at the bottom of the steep with no 
more than ten yards to spare. As they began to climb they 
heard the dog crashing through the brittle elders. It barked 


once and then they were out on the open slope with the dog 
Lunning mute behind them 


4 


The blood ran over Bigwig’s neck and down his foreleg. 
He watched Woundwort steadily where he crouched on the 
carth pile, expecting him to leap forward at any moment. 
He could hear a rabbit moving behind him but the run was 
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o narrow that he could not have turned cven if it had been 
aft to do so 

‘Everyone all right?’ he asked 

‘They're all right,’ «plied Holly ‘Come on, Bigwig, let 
me tahe your place now You need a rest a 

“Can't, panted Bigwig ‘You couldn’t get past me here ~= 
no room — and if I go back that brute’ll follow — next thing 
you'd know he’d be loose in the burrows You leave ıt tome 
Í know what I’m doing’ 

It had occurred to Bigwig that in the narrow run even lus 
dead body would be a considerable obstacle The Efrafans 
would either have to getit out or dig round ıt and this would 
mean more delay In the burrow behind him he could hear 
Bluebell, who was apparently telling the does a story ‘Good 
idea,’ he thought ‘Keep ’em happy More than I could do 
fT had to sit there’ 

‘So then El-ahrairah said to the fox, ‘ Fox you may smell 
and fox you may be, but I can tell your fortune in the 
Water??? 

Suddenly Woundwort spoke 

‘Thlayh,’ he said, ‘why do you want to throw your hfe 
away? I can send one fresh rabbit after another into this run 
1f I choose You’re too good to be killed Come back to 
Efrafa I promise I'll give you the command of any Mark 
you bhe I give you my word’ 

‘Stlflay hraka, u embleer rah,’ rephed Bigwig 

‘Ab ha,” said the fox, “tell my fortune, eh? And what 
do you see in the water, my friend? Fat rabbits running 
through the grass, yes, yes?” ? S 

‘Very well,’ said Woundwort ‘But remember, Thlayh, 
you yourself can stop this nonsense whenever you wish ° 

* “No,” replied El-ahrairah, at 1s not fat rabbits that I 
see m the water, but swift hounds on the scent and my 
enemy flying for his hfe ” ’ 

Bigwig realized that Woundwort also knew that in the run 
his body would be nearly as great a hindrance dead as alive 
‘He wants me to come out on my feet,” he thought ‘But it’s 
Inlé, not Efrafa, that I shall go to from here? 
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Suddenly Woundwort leapt forward m a single bound and 
landed full against Bigwig lke a branch falling from a tree. 
He made no attempt to use his claws. His great weight was 
pushing, chest to chest, against Bigwig’s. With heads side by 
side they bit and snapped at each other’s shoulders. Bigwig 
felt himself shding slowly backwards. He could not resist the 
tremendous pressure. His back legs, with claws extended, 
furrowed the floor of the run as he gave ground. In a few 
moments he would be pushed bodily into the burrow behind. 
Putting his last strength into the effort to remain where he 
was, he loosed his teeth from Woundwort’s shoulder and 
dropped his head, like a cart-horse straining at a load. Stull 
he was slipping Then, very gradually ıt seemed, the terrible 
pressure began to slacken. His claws had a hold of the 
ground. Woundwort, teeth sunk in his back, was snuffling 
and choking. Though Bigwig did not know it, his earlier 
blows had torn Woundwort across the nose. His nostrils were 
full of his own blood and with jaws closed in Bigwig’s fur 
he could not draw his breath. A moment more and he let 
go his hold. Bigwig, utterly exhausted, lay where he was 
After a few moments he tried to get up, but a faintness came 
over him and a feeling of turning over and over ın a ditch 
of leaves. He closed his eyes There was silence and then, 
quite clearly, he heard Fiver speaking ın the long grass. ‘You 
are closer to death than I. You are closer to death than I.’ 

‘The wire!’ squealed Bigwig. He jerked himself up and 


opened his eyes The run was empty. General Woundwort 
was gone. 


L 


Woundwort clambered out into the Honeycomb, now 
dimly ht, down the shaft, by the daylight outside He had 
never felt so tred He saw Vervain and Thunder looking at 
him uncertainly. He sat on his haunches and tried to clean 
his face with his front paws 

*Thlayli won’t give any more trouble,’ he said ‘You'd 
better just go in and finish him off, Vervain, since he won’t 
come out.’ 
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‘You're asking me to fight him, sir?’ asked Vervain 

‘Well, just take him on for a few moments,’ answered 

oundwort ‘I want to start them getting this wall down in 
one or two other places Then PI come back ° 

Vervain knew that the impossible had happened The 
General had come off worst What he was saying was, ‘ Cover 
up for me Don’t let the others know’? 

‘What in Frith’s name happens now?’ thought Vervain 
"The plain truth ıs that Thlayl’s had the best of 1t all along, 
Ever since he first met him ın Efrafa And the sooner we’re 
back there the better * 

He met Woundwort’s pale stare, hesitated a moment and 
then chmbed on the earth pile Woundwort hmped across to 
the two runs, half-way down the eastern wall, which 
Groundsel had been told to get open Both were now clear 
at the entrances and the diggers were out of sight in the 
tunnels As he approached Groundsel backed down the 
farther tunnel and began cleaning his claws on a Projecting 
root 

‘How are you getting on?’ asked Woundwort 

‘This run’s open, sir,’ said Groundsel, ‘but the other will 
take a bit longer, I’m afraid It’s heavily blocked ? 

“One’s enough, said Woundwort, ‘as long as they can 
come down ıt We can bring them in and start getting that 
end wall down’ 

He was about to go up the run himself when he found 
Vervain beside him For a moment he thought that he was 
80ing to say that he had killed Thlayh A second glance 
showed him otherwise 

‘Tve — er — got some grit in my eye, sir,’ said Vervain 
‘PI just get it out and then I’ll have another go at him? 

Without a word Woundwort went back to the far end of 

the Hontycomb Vervain followed 

‘You coward,’ said Woundwort, in his ear ‘rr 
authority goes, where will yours be in half a day? my 

‘ hated officer in Effafy 2 That b ay Aren't 

oe are rabbit's got to be 


Once more he chmbed on the earth pile Then h 
e 
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of a beaten enemy or a victim. Before his gaze, Vervain 
stopped in uncertainty and for long moments the two faced 
each other in the dim lght. Then, very quietly and with no 
trace of fear, the strange rabbit said. 
‘I am sorry for you with all my heart. But you cannot 
blame us, for you came to kill us if you could.’ j 
‘Blame you?’ answered Vervain. ‘Blame you for what , 
‘For your death. Believe me, I am sorry for your death 
Vervain in his time had encountered any number © 
prisoners who, before they died, had cursed or threatened 
him, not uncommonly with supernatural vengeance, much 
as Bigwig had cursed Woundwort in the storm. If such 
things had been hable to have any effect on hım, he would 
not have been head of the Owslafa. Indeed, for almost any 
utterance that a rabbit in this dreadful sıtuation could find 
to make, Vervain was unthinkingly ready with one or other 
of a stock of jeering rejoinders Now, as he continued to 
meet the eyes of this unaccountable enemy — the only one 
he had faced in all the long mght’s search for bloodshed ~ 
horror came upon him and he was filled with a sudden fear 
of his words, gentle and inexorable as the falling of bitter 
snow in a land without refuge. The shadowy recesses of the 
strange burrow seemed full of whispering, malignant ghosts 
and he recognized the forgotten voices of rabbits done to 
death months since ın the ditches of Efrafa. , 

‘Let me alone!’ cred Vervain. ‘Let me go! Let me go! 

Stumbling and blundering, he found his way to the opened 
run and dragged himself up it. At the top he came upon 
Woundwort, listening to one of Groundsel’s diggers, who 
was trembling and white-eyed. 

“Oh, sir,’ said the youngster, ‘they say there’s a great Chief 
Rabbit bigger than a hare: and a strange animal they 
heard ~ 

‘Shut up!’ said Woundwort ‘Follow me, come on’ 

He came out on the bank, blinking in the sunlight. The 
rabbits scattered about the grass stared at him in horror, 
several wondering whether this could really be the General. 
His nose and one eyelid were gashed and his whole face was 
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mashed with blood As he hmped down from the bank his 
near fore-leg trailed and he staggered sideways He scram- 
bled into the open grass and looked about him 

‘Now,’ sud Woundwort, ‘this 1s the last thing we have to 
do, and ıt won’t take long Down below, there’s a kind of 
Wall’ He stopped, sensing all around him reluctance and 
fear He looked at Ragwort, who looked away. Two other 
ee were edging off through the grass He called them 

ac 


‘What do you think you’re domg?’ he asked 

‘Nothing, sir,’ replied one ‘We only thought that —” 

All of a sudden Captain Campion dashed round the 
Corner of the hanger From the open down beyond came a 
single, high scream At the same moment two strange 
rabbits, running together, leapt the bank into the wood and 

appeared down one of the blocked tunnels 

‘Run! cried Campion, stamping ‘Run for your lives!” 

He raced through them and was gone over the down Not 

Owing what he meant or where to run, they turned one 
Way and another Five bolted down the opened run and a 
few more into the wood But almost before they had begun 
to scatter, into their midst bounded a great, black dog, 
Snapping, biting and chasing hither and thither hike a fox 
m a chicken-run 

Woundwort alone stood his ground As the rest fled in all 
directions he remained where he was, bristling and snarling, 
bloody-fanged and bloody-clawed The dog, coming 
suddenly upon him face to face among the rough tussocks, 
Tecoiled a moment, startled and confused Then it sprang 
forward and even as they ran, his Owsla could hear the 
General’s raging, squealing cry, ‘Come back, you foolst 

ogs aren’t dangerous! Come back and fight!” 
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m E E er 
stopped. Veivain and Thistle, raising their bee nee 
past him fom behind, saw why. Thlayh had made Bloo 
up the run and was crouching immediately n a 
had matted the great thatch of fur on his head an a oe 
half-severed, hung down beside his face. His breathing 
slow and heavy. 

‘You'll find it much harder to push me back from here, 
General,’ he said. alized 

With a sort of weary, dull surprise, Woundwort re a 
that he was afraid He did not want to attack Thlayli T "A 
He knew, with flinching certainty, that he was not up a 
And who was? he thought. Who could do it? No, ; 
would have to get in by some other way and everyone W 
know why. 

*Thlayh,’ he said, ‘we’ve unblocked a run out here : p 
bring in enough rabbits to pull down this wall in four pia 
Why don’t you come out?’ one put 

Thlayh’s reply, when it came, was low and gasping; 
perfectly clear. i d 

‘My Chief Rabbit has told me to defend this run an 
until he says otherwise I shall stay_ here.’ 

‘His Chief Rabbit?’ said Vervain, staring. his 

It had never occurred to Woundwort or any of h 
officers that Thlayli was not the Chief Rabbit of his warren- 
Yet what he said carried immediate conviction. He was 
speaking the truth. And if he was not the Chief Rabbit, 
then somewhere close by there must be another, stronge” 
rabbit who was. A stronger rabbit than Thlaylı. Where was 
he? What was he doing at this moment? 

Woundwort became aware that Thistle was no longer 
behind him. 

‘ Where’s that young fellow gone?’ he said to Vervain. 
‘Hle seems to have slipped away, sir,’ answered Vervain 
Ree ce e have stopped him,’ said Woundwort. ‘Fetch 

ack, 
; But it was Groundsel who returned to him a few moments 
ater. 

‘Pm sorry, sir,’ he said, ‘Thistle’s gone up the opened 
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tun I thought you’d sent him or I’d have asked him what 
he was up to One or two of my rabbits seem to have gone 
with him - I don’t know what for, I’m sure’ 

‘TI give them what for,’ said Woundwort ‘Come with 
me? 

He knew now what they would have to do Every rabbit 
he had brought must be sent underground to dig and every 
blocked gap in the wall must be opened As for Thlayh, he 
could simply be left where he was and the less said about 
hum the better There must be no more fighting in narrow 
runs and when the terrible Chief Rabbit finally appeared he 
would be pulled down ın the open, from all sides 

He turned to recross the burrow, but remained where he 
Was, staung In the faint patch of ght below the ragged 
hole i the roof, a rabbit was standing — no [frafan, a rabbit 
unknown to the Gencral He was very small and was looking 
tunscly about him — wide-eyed as a litten above ground for 

t first umc — as though by no means sure where he mght 

As Woundwort watched, he raised a tiembling fore-paw 
and passed at gropingly across his face For a moment some 
old, flickering, herc-and-gonc fecling stirred in the Gencral’s 
Memory — the smell of wet cabbage leaves in a cottage 


bardin, the sense of some casy-going, kindly place, long 
forgotten ind lost 
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’Goner keep `m.’ 

‘You ain’t!? 

‘Ah, Dad. °E’s nice.’ Stick 

“E won't ben’ bloomin’ good t’ yer. You put im inu 
e'll only die. You can’t keep would rabbit. ’N if ’e gets 0 
ell do all manner o’ bloomin’ arm.’ 

‘But ’e’s bad, Dad. Cat’s bin at "im.’ ee 

‘Cat was doin’ ’is job then. Did oughter’ve let *um fns 
be roizhts,’ 

‘I wanner show *1m to Doctor.’ a 

‘Doctor’s got summin’ better to do than bide about ¥ 
old rabbit You jus give ’im ’ere now.’ pos 

Lucy began to cry. She had not lived all her hfe ona Ja 
for nothing and she knew very well that everything E 
father had said was night. But she was upset by the ae 
killing the rabbit in cold blood. True, she did not ee 
know what she could do with it in the long run Whats 
wanted was to show it to Doctor. She knew that eae 
thought of her as a proper farm girl — a country girl. ae 
she showed him things she had found ~ a goldfinch’s egg, 4 
Painted Lady fluttering in a jam-jar or a fungus that eae 
exactly like orange peel — he took her seriously and talke 
to her as he would to a grown-up person. To ask his advice 
about a damaged rabbit and discuss it with him would be 
very grown-up. Meanwhile, her father might give way or he 
might not. : 

‘f on’y just wanted to show ’im to Doctor, Dad I won't 
lt ?im do no ’arm, honest. On’y it’s nice talking to 
Doctor.’ 

Although he never said so, her father was proud of the 
way Lucy got on with Doctor. She was proper bright lad - 
very likely goin’ to grammar school an’? all, so they told him. 
Doctor had said once or twice she was real sensible with 
these things she picked up what she showed him Comin’ to 
semcthin’, though, bloody rabbits All same, would’n’ ’urt, 
long’s she didn’ Ict ’un go on the place. 

“Why don’ you do somethin’ sensi- stead” 
bidin’ there ’ollerin’ and carryin’ on 1G 5 
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Y > 
iato - ae pag cloze on, then you c’n go’n put ’im 
budgies age what’s ın shed One what you *ad for they 
L 
faba, pais crying and went upstairs, still carrying the 
get the ae : a it in a drawer, got dressed and went out to 
from behind the ee way back she stopped for some straw 
long barn € kennel, Her father came across from the 
‘Did y’see Bob»? 
3 
‘ men said Lucy “Where’s ’e gone then?’ 
on hke, b a a off I know’d that old rope were gett’n 
80 go in to Newb Saon "e could bust ’um Anyways, I 
; Wbury mornin? Fet > 
TH ne Proper ° fiai e 
0K out fer m, Dad.’ ies Pee ee 
teakfast up to Mum ao said Lucy ‘I’ll ge’ br o 


that? 
morrer i ats good girl I reckon she’ll be right’s a trivet to- 
oc 

m ne one arrived soon after ten Lucy, who was 
have be r bed and tidying her room later than she should 
of the} en, heard hım stop his car under the elms at the top 
Not d ane and went out to meet him, wondering why he had 
car Tiven up to the house as usual He had got out of the 
in Ts was standing with his hands behind his back, look- 
t : Own the lane, but he caught sight of her and called in 

c saa shy, abrupt way she was used to 

~ Lucy’ 
€ran up He took off his pince-nez and put them ın his 
erates pocket 
s that your dog?’ 

The Labrador was coming up the lane, looking decidedly 
ured and trailing its broken rope Lucy laid hold of 1t ; 

‘*E’s bin off, Doctor *Bin ever so worried *bout ^m 

The Labrador began to smff at REETA P n 

‘Something’s been fighting with him, I thi ? said Doctor 
Adams sinde ıs scratched quite badly, and that looks 
like some kind of a bite on his leg? 

‘What d’you rechon "twas then, Doctor?’ 
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“Well, it might have been a big rat, I suppose, oF 
perhaps a stoat. Something he went for, that put up 4 
fight.’ eer 

‘I got a rabbit s’mornin’, Doctor. Woild one ’E’s aloive. 
I took *un off ò the cat. On’y I reckon ’e’s ’urt. Joo like see 
?m ?? 

‘Well, I'd better go and see Mrs Cane first, I think.’ (Not 
“Your mother,’ thought Lucy.) ‘And then if I’ve got time 
Pll have a look at the chap.’ tie 

Twenty minutes later Lucy was holding the rabbit ‘s 
quiet as she could, while Doctor Adams pressed it gently 
here and there with the balls of two fingers. 

‘Well, there doesn’t seem to be much the matter with 
him, as far as I can see,’ he said at last. ‘Nothing’s broken. 
There’s something funny about this hind leg, but that’s been 
done some time and it’s more or less healed — or as much as 
it ever will. The cat’s scratched him across here, you see, but 
that’s nothing much. I should think he’ll be all right for a 
bit’ : 

‘No good to keep ’im, though, Doctor, would it? In 
*utch, I mean.’ A 

‘Oh no, he wouldn’t lıve shut up m a box. If he couldn't 
get out he’d soon die. No, I should let the poor chap go ~ 
unless you want to eat him.’ 

Lucy laughed. ‘Dad’d be ever s’woild, though, if I was to 
let ^im go anywheres round ’ere. °E always says one rabbit 
means ’undred an’ one.’ F 

“Well, PU tell you what,’ said Doctor Adams, taking his 
thin fob watch on the fingers of one hand and looking down 

at it as he held it at arm’s length — for he was long-sighted — 

‘T’ve got to go a few miles up the road to see an old lady at 
Cole Henley. If you like to come along in the car, you can 
let him go on the down and I'll bring you back before 
dinner.’ 

Lucy skipped. ‘Ill just go’n ask Mum.’ 

On the ridge between Hare Warren Down and Watership 
Down, Doctor Adams stopped the car. 

‘I should think this would be as good as anywhere,’ he 
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said “Theres not a lot of harm he can do here, if you come 
to think about it? 


They walked a short distance eastwards from the road and 
Lucy set the rabbit down It sat stupefied for nearly half a 
minute and then suddenly dashed away over the grass 

Yes, he has got something the matter with that leg, you 
see,” said Doctor Adams, pointing ‘But he could perfectly 


Well live for years, as far as that goes Born and bred m a 
briar patch, Brer Fox? 
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Well, we’ve been lucky devils both 
And there’s no need of pledge or oath 
To bind our lovely friendship fast, 
By firmer stuff 
Close bound enough 
Robert Graves Two Fusilters 
\ 


Although Woundwort had shown himself at the last to be a 
creature virtually mad, nevertheless what he did proved not 
altogether futile There can be little doubt that if he had not 
done it, more rabbits would have been killed that morning 
on Watership Down So swiftly and silently had the dog 
come up the hill behmd Dandelion and Blackberry that one 
of Campion’s sentries, half asleep under a tussock after the 
long night, was pulled down and killed in the instant that he 
turned to bolt Later — after ıt had left Woundwort — the 
dog beat up and down the bank and the open grass for some 
time, barking and dashing at every bush and clump of 
weeds But by now the Lfrafans had had ume to scatter and 
hide, as best they could Besides, the dog, unexpectedly 
scratched and bitten, showed a certain reluctance to come 
to grips At last, howevcr, 1t succeeded in putting up and 
lallıng the rabbit who had becn wounded by glass the day 


464 HAZEL-RAH 


before, and with this it made off by the way it had come, 
disappearing over the edge of the escarpment. ; 
There could be no question now of the Efrafans renewing 
their attack on the warren. None had any idea beyon 
saving his own life. Their leader was gone. The dog had been 
set on them by the rabbits they had come to kill — of this they 
were sure. It was all one with the mysterious fox and the 
white bird. Indeed Ragwort, the most unimaginative rabbit 
alive, had actually heard ıt underground. Campion, crouch- 
ing in a patch of nettles with Vervain and four or five more; 
met with nothing but shivering agreement when he said 
that he was sure that they ought to leave at once this 
dangerous place, where they had already stayed far too long. 
Without Campion, probably not one rabbit would have 
got back to Efrafa. As ıt was, all his skill as a patroller could 
not bring home half of those who had come to Watership. 
Three or four had run and strayed too far to be found and 
what became of them no one ever knew. There were 
probably fourteen or fifteen rabbits - no more — who set 
off with Campion, some time before m-Frith, to try to re 
trace the long journey they had made only the previous day. 
They were not fit to cover the distance by mghtfall: and 
before long they had worse to face than their own fatigue 
and low spirits Bad news travels fast Down to the Belt and 
beyond, the rumour spread that the terrible General Wound- 
wort and his Owsla had been cut to pieces on Watership 
Down and that what was left of them was trailing southwards 
ın poor shape, with little heart to keep alert. The Thousand 
began to close in — stoats, a fox, even a tom-cat from some 
farm or other. At every halt yet another rabbit was not to be 
found and no one could remember seeyng what had hap- 
pened to him. One of these was Vervain It had been plain 
from the start that he had nothmg left and indeed there was — 
little reason for him to return to Efrafa without the General. 
Through all the fear and hardship Campion remained 
steady and vigilant, holding the survivors together, thinking 
ahead and encouraging the exhausted to keep going. During 
the afternoon of the following day, while the Off-Fore Mark 
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were at silflay, he came limping through the sentry-lne with 
a straggling handful of sı or seven rabbits He was close to 
collapse himself and scarcely able to give the Council any 
account of the disaster 
Only Groundsel, Thistle and three others had the presence 
of mmd to dart down the opened run when the dog came 
Bach ın the Honeycomb, Groundsel immediately sur- 
rendered himself and his fugztives to Fiver, who was still 
bemused from his long trance and scarcely restored to his 
Senses sufficiently to grasp what was toward At length, 
however, after the five Efrafans had remained crouching for 
some time in the burrow, listening to the sounds of the dog 
hunting above, Fiver recovered himself, made his way to 
the mouth of the run where Bigwig still lay half-conscious, 
and succeeded in making Holly and Silver understand that 
the siege was ended There was no lack of helpers to tear 
open the blocked gaps in the south wall It so happened 
that Bluebell was the first through into the Honeycomb, and 
for many days afterwards he was still umproving upon his 
imitation of Captam Fiver at the head of his crowd of 
Efrafan prisoners — ‘lke a tom-tit rounding up a bunch of 
moulting jackdaws,’ as he put it 
No one was inclined to pay them much attention at the 
time, however, for the only thoughts throughout the warren 
were for Hazel and Bigwig Bigwig seemed likely to die 
Bleeding in half a dozen places, he lay with closed eyes in the 
run he had defended and made no reply when Hyzenthlay 
told him that the Efrafans were defeated and the warren 
was saved After a tıme, they dug carefully to broaden the 
run and as the day wore on the does, each ın turn, remamed 
beside him, licking his wounds and hstening to his low, 
unsteady breathing 
Before this, Blackberry and Dandelion had burrowed 
ther way in from Kehaar’s run — ıt had not been blocked 
very heavily — and told ther story Dandehon could not say 
what might have happened to Hazel after the dog broke 
loose, and by the early afternoon everyone feared the worst 
At last Pipkin, in great anxiety and distress, insisted on 
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setting out for Nuthanger. Fiver at once said that he e 
g0 with him and together they left the wood and set © 
northwards over the down. They had gone only a short 
distance when Fiver, sitting up on an ant-hill to look about, 
saw a rabbit approaching over the high ground to the west. 
They both ran nearer and recognized Hazel. Fiver went to 
meet him while Pipkin raced back to the Honeycomb wi 
the news. 

As soon as he had learned all that had happened — includ- 
ing what Groundsel had to tell — Hazel asked Holly to take 
two or three rabbits and find out for certain whether the 
Efrafans had really gone Then he himself went into the run 
where Bigwig was lying. Hyzenthlay looked up as he 
came. 

‘He was awake a little while ago, Hazel-rah,’ she said. 
e asked where you were: and then he said his ear hurt 
very much.’ 

Hazel nuzzled the matted fur cap. The blood had turned 
hard and set into pointed spikes that pricked his nose. ' 

‘You’ve done it, Bigwig,’ he said. ‘They’ve all run away: 

For several moments Bigwig did not move Then he 
opened his eyes and raised his head, pouching out his cheeks 
and sniffing at the two rabbits beside him. He said nothmg 
and Hazel wondered whether he had understood. At last he 
whispered, ‘Ees finish Meester Voundvort, ya?’ 

‘Ya,’ rephed Hazel. ‘I’ve come to help you silflay. It’ll do 
you good and we can-clean you up a lot better outside. 
Come on: it’s a lovely afternoon, all sun and leaves.’ 

Bigwig got up and tottered forward into the devastated 


Honeycomb. There he sank down, rested, got up again an 
reached the foot of Kehaar’s run. 

‘I thought he’d killed me,’ he said. ‘No more fighting for 
me — I’ve had enough. And you ~ your plan worked, 
Hazel-rah, did it? Well done Tell me what it was. And how 
did you get back from the farm?’ 

‘A man brought me in a hrududu,’ said Hazel, ‘nearly all 
the way.’ 

“And you flew the rest, I suppose,’ said Bigwig, ‘burning 
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a white stich in your mouth? Come on, Hazel-rah, tell me 
sensibly What’s the matter, Hyzenthlay?’ 

‘Oh!’ said Hyzenthlay, starmg ‘Oh! 

‘What 1s 1t?? 

‘He did!” 

‘Did what?’ 


‘He did ride home m a hrududu And I saw him as he 
came ~ that might in Efrafa, when I was with you m your 
burrow Do you remember?’ 

‘I remember,’ said Bigwig ‘I remember what I said, too 
I said you'd better tell ıt to Fiver That’s a good idea ~ let’s 
go and doit And ifhe’ll believe you, Hazel-rah, then I will ° 
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Professing myself, moreover, convinced that the General’s unjust 
interference, so far from being really myurious to their felicity, was 
perhaps rather conducive to it, by :mproving ther knowledge of each 
other, and adding strength to therr attachment, I leaveit to besettled 
by whomsoever ıt may concern 


Jane Austen Northanger Abbey 


It was a fine, clear evening ın mid-October, about six weeks 
later Although leaves remained on the beeches and the 
Sunshine was warm, there was a sense of growing emptiness 
over the wide space of the down The flowers were sparser 
Here and there a yellow tormentil showed ın the grass, a late 
harebell or a few shreds of purple bloom ona brown, crisping 
tuft of self-heal But most of the plants still to be seen were in 
seed Along the edge of the wood a sheet of wild clematis 
showed hike a patch of smoke, all its sweet-smelling flowers 
turned to old man’s beard The songs of the insects were 
fewer and intermittent Great stretches of the long grass, 
once the teeming jungle of summer, were almost deserted, 
with only a hurrymg beetle or a torpid spider left out of all 
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the myriads of August. The gnats still danced in the eae 
air, but the swifts that had swooped for them were gone 
instead of their screaming cries in the sky, the twittering j : 
robin sounded from the top of a spindle tree. The fie : 
below the hill were all cleared One had already af i 
ploughed and the polished edges of the furrows caught 
light wıth a dull glint, conspicuous from the ridge n 
The sky too was void, with a thin clarity like that of Ki 
In July the still blue, thick as cream, had seemed close a p 
the green trees, but now the blue was high and rare, the s h 
slipped sooner to the west and once there, foretold a eae 
of frost, sinking slow and big and drowsy, crimson as the oe : 
hips that covered the briar. As the wind freshened from a 
south, the red and yellow beech leaves rasped together Wy 
a brittle sound, harsher than the fluid rustle of earlier ei 
Tt was a time of quiet departures, of the sifting away of a 
that was not staunch against winter. , but 
Many human beings say that they enjoy the winter, DU 
what they really enjoy is feeling proof against ıt For them 
there ıs no winter food problem They have fires and warm 
clothes. The winter cannot hurt them and therefore 
increases their sense of cleverness and security. For birds and 
animals, as for poor men, winter is another matter. Rabbits; 
like most wild animals, suffer hardship. True, they are 
luckier than some, for food of a sort is nearly always to be 
had But under snow they may stay underground for days 
at a time, feeding only by chewing pellets They are more 
subject to disease in winter and the cold lowers thew 
vitality. Nevertheless, burrows can be snug and warm, 
especially when crowded Winter 1s a more active mating 
season than the late summer and the autumn, and the time 
of greatest fertility for the does starts about February There 
are fine days when silflay 1s still enjoyable For the adventur- 
ous, garden raiding has its charms And underground, there 
are stories to be told and games to be played — bob-stones 
and the like. For rabbits, winter remains what it was for 


men in the middle ages — hard, but bearable by the resource- 
ful and not altogether without compensations, 
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On the west side of the beech hanger; 10 the evemng sun, 
Hazel and Fiver were sitting with Holly, Salver and Ground- 
sel The Efrafan survivors had been allowed to jom the 
warren and after a shaky stat, when they were regarded 
with dislike and suspicion, were setthng down pretty well, 
largely because Hazel was determined that they should 
Since the might of the siege, Fiver had spent much time 
alone and even in the Honeycomb, o1 at morning an 
everung silflay, was often silent and preoccupied No one 
resented this ~ ‘He looks right through you m such a nice, 
friendly way’ as Bluebell put ıt — for each ın his own manner 
recognized that Fiver was now more than ever governed, 
whether he would or no, py the pulse of that mysterious 
world of which he had once spoken to Hazel during the late 
June days they had spent together at the foot of the down 
Tt was Bigwig who said — one evening when Fiver was absent 
from the Honeycomb at story-time ~ that Fiver was one who 
had paid more dearly than even himself for the mght’s vic- 
tory over the Rfrafans Yet to tus doe, Vilthuril, Fiver was 
devotedly attached, while she had come to understand him 
almost as deeply as ever Hazel had 
Just outside the beech hanger, Hyzenthlay’s litter of four 
young rabbits were playmg 0 the grass They had first been 
brought up to graze about seven days before If Hyzenthlay 


to look after themselves As 1t was, however, she was grazin 
close by, watching thew play an 8 
moving m to cuff the strongest and stop him bullying the 
others er a 
‘They're a goo unch, you know,’ said H A 
we get lort more like those ° olly ‘I hope 
“We can’t expect many more until towards t 
winter, said Hazel, ‘though I daresay E E the 
«We can expect anything, 1t seems to me, said ud 
‘Three litters Porn m autumn ~ have you ever heard Toly 
a thing pefore? Frith didn’t mean rabbits to mat of such 
tigh summ ? e m the 


er 
<y don’t know bout 3 
T don’t know about Clover,’ said Hazel ‘She’s a hutch 
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rabbit: it may be natural to her to breed at any time, ale 
I know. But I’m sure that Hyzenthlay and Vilthwul a p 
their litters in the high summer because they’d ha ie 
natural life in Efrafa. For all that, they’re the only two 
have had litters, as yet.’ l : 

‘Frith never o us to go on fighting m sa 
summer, either, 1f that comes to that,’ said Silver, ae 
thing that’s happened is unnatural — the aginn r 
breeding — and all on account of Woundwort. If he w 
unnatural, who was?’ 

‘Bigwig was right when he said he wasn’t like a eee 
all,’ said Holly. ‘He was a fighting animal — fierce “ A 
or a dog. He fought because he actually felt safer aa 
than running. He was brave all right But it wasn't a # 
and that’s why it was bound to finish him in the en a 
was trying to do something that Frith never sane a 
rabbit to do. I beheve he’d have hunted lıke the ell 
could ” 

‘He isn’t dead, you know,’ broke in Groundsel. 

The others were silent. 1 

‘He hasn’t stopped running,’ said Groundsel pe 
‘Did you see his body? No Did anyone? No Nothing cou 
kill him He made rabbits bigger than they’ve ever been ~- 
braver, more skilful, more cunning. I know we paid for 1. 
Some gave ther lives It was worth it, to feel we were 
Efrafans For the first tıme ever, rabbits didn’t go scurrying 
away. The elil feared us And that was on account 0 
Woundwort — him and no one but him. We weren’t good 
enough for the General Depend upon it, he’s gone to start 


another warren somewhere else, But no Efrafan officer will 
ever forget him.’ 


“Well, now Pll tel 
Hazel cut him short 


‘You mustn’t Say you weren’t good €nough,’ he said ‘You 
did everything for him that rabbits could do and a great deal 
more And what a lot we learnt from you! As for Efrafa, I’ve 
heard it’s dong well under Campion, even if some things 
uren’t quite the same as they used to be. And listen — by 


l you something,’ began Silver. But 
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next spring, if I’m mght, we shall have too many rabbits 
here for comfort I’m gomg to encourage some of the 
youngsters to start a new warren between here and Efrafa 
and I think you'll find Campion will be ready to send some 
of his rabbits to jom them You'd be just the right fellow to 
start that scheme off” 

‘Wort ıt be difficult to arrange?’ asked Holly 

‘Not when Kehaar comes,’ said Hazel, as they began to 
hop easily back towards the holes at the north-east corner of 
the hanger ‘He'll turn up one of these days, when the 
storms begin on that Big Water of his He can take a message 
to Campion as quickly as you'd run to the iron tree and 
back’ 

‘By Frith ın the leaves, and I know someone who'll be 
glad to see him!” smd Silver ‘Someone not so very far 
away” 

They had reached the eastern end of the trees and here, 
well out in the open where ıt was still sunny, a httle group of 
three young rabbits — bigger than Hyzenthlay’s ~ were 
squatting in the long grass, listening to a hulking veteran, 
lop-eared and scarred from nose to haunch- none other than 
Bigwig, captain of a very free-and-easy Owsla These were 
the bucks of Clover’s litter and a hkely lot they looked 

‘Oh no, no, no, no,’ Bigwig was saying ‘Oh, my wings 
and beak, that won't do! You — whats your name ~ 
Scabious — look, I’m a cat and I see you down at the bottom 
of my garden chewing UP the lettuces Now, what do I do? 
Do I come walking up the middle of the path waving m 
tail? Well, do a y 

‘Please, SIZ, >ve never seen a cat,’ said the 

No, you aven’t yet,’ admıtted the R bets 
‘Well, a catis a horrible thing with a long tail It’s am 
with fur and has brsthng whiskers and when it fi n 
mahes fierce, spıteful e It’s cunning, see?’ gats it 

‘Oh yes, Sif,” answere e young ra 
said politely, ‘Dr — you lost seule Joey b it After a pause, he 


«will you tell us about the fight m the st > 
one of tbe other rabbits, ‘and the uate a asked 
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? 

‘Yes, later on,’ said the relentless trainer. ‘Now look, ae 
a cat, right? I’m asleep in the sun, right? And you're goms 
to get past me, right? Now then ~ sad 

‘They pull his leg, you know,’ said Silver, ‘but they’d do 
anything for him.’ Holly and Groundsel had gone under- 
ground and Silver and Hazel moved out once more into the 
sun. 

‘I think we all would,’ replied Hazel. ‘If it hadn't been 
for him that day, the dog would have come too wa 
Woundwort and his lot wouldn’t have been above groune 
They’d have been down below, finishing what they’d come 
to do’ 

‘He beat Woundwort, you know,’ said Silver. ‘He had him 
beat before the dog came. That was what I was going to say 
just now, but ıt was as well I didn’t, I suppose.’ 

‘I wonder how they’re getting on with that winter burrow 
down the hull,’ said Hazel ‘We’re going to need it when the 
hard weather comes That hole in the roof of the Honey- 
comb doesn’t help at all. It’ll close up naturally one day, 
suppose, but meanwhile it’s a confounded nuisance ’ 

‘Here come the burrow-diggers, anyway,’ said Silver. 

Pipkin and Bluebell came over the crest, together with 
three or four of the does. 

‘Ah ha, ‘ah ha, O Hazel-rah,’ said Bluebell. ‘The burrow’s 
snug, it hath been dug, ’tis free from beetle, worm and slug. 
And in the snow, when down we go ~ 

‘Then what a lot to you we'll owe,’ said Hazel. ‘I mean it, 
too. The holes are concealed, are they?’ 

‘Just like Efrafa, I should think,’ said Bluebell. ‘As 2 
matter of fact, I brought one up with me to show you. You 
can’t see 1t, can you? No — well, there you are. I say, just 
look at old Bigwig with those youngsters over there. You 
know, 1f he went back to Efrafa now they couldn’t decide 
which Mark to put him in, could they? He’s got them all’ 

‘Come over to the evening side of the wood with us, 
Hazel-rah?’ said Pipkin. ‘We came up early on purpose to 
have a bit of sunshine before it gets dark.’ 

‘All right,’ answered Hazel good-naturedly. ‘We’ve just 
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under bis claws, and it turned into a great, white bird which 
spoke to him and blessed him.’ ; 

‘I seem to know this story,’ whispered Hazel, ‘but I cant 
remember where I’ve heard it.’ 

Bluebell sat up and scratched his neck with his hind leg. 
The little rabbits turned round at the interruption and m4 
moment had tumbled up the side of the hollow, squeaking 
‘Hazel-rah! Hazel-rah!’? and jumping on Hazel from all 
sides. i 

‘Here, wait a minute,’ said Hazel, cuffing them off. ‘I 
didn’t come here to get mixed up in a fight with a lot of 
roughs like you! Let’s hear the rest of the story.’ 

‘But there’s a man coming on a horse, Hazel-rah,’ said 
one of the young rabbits ‘Oughtn’t we to run into te 
wood?’ ; 

‘How can you tell?’ asked Hazel. ‘I can’t hear anything. 

‘Neither can I,’ said Silver, listening with his ears up. 
| The httle rabbit looked puzzled. 

‘I don’t know how, Hazel-rah,’ he answered, ‘but I’m 
sure Pm not mistaken ° 

They waited for some little time, while the red sun sank 
lower. At last, just as Vilthuril was about to go on with the 
story, they heard hooves on the turf and the horseman 
appeared from the west, cantering easily along the track to- 
wards Cannon Heath Down 

‘He won't bother us,’ said Silver. ‘No need to run: he'll 
just go by You’re a funny chap, though, young Threar, to 
spot him so far off.’ 

‘He’s always doing things like that,’ said Vilthuril “The 
other day he told me what a river looked like and said he’d 
seen 1t in a dream It’s Fiver’s blood, you know. It’s only to 
be expected with Fiver’s blood ° 

‘Tiıver’s blood?’ said Hazel. ‘Well, as long as we’ve got 
some of that I dare say we'll be all right. But you know, it’s 
turning chilly here, isn’t it? Come on, let’s go down, and 
hear the rest of that story in a good, warm burrow. Look, 
there’s Fiver over on the bank now. Who’s gomg to get to 
him first?’ 
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A few minutes later there was not a rabbit to be scen on 
the down The sun sank below Ladle Hill and the autumn 
stars began to shine ın the darkening east ~ Perseus and the 
Pleiades, Cassiopeia, faint Pisces and the great square of 
Pegasus The wind freshened, and soon myriads of dry 
beech leaves were filling the ditches and hollows and blow- 
ing in gusts across the dark mules of open grass Under- 
ground, the story continued 


i 
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A few minutes later there was not a rabbit to be seen on 
the down The sun sank below Ladle Hull and the autumn 
stars began to shine ın the darkening east ~ Perseus and the 
Pleiades, Cassiopeia, faint Pisces and the great square of 
Pegasus The wind freshened, and soon myriads of dry 
beech leaves were filing the ditches and hollows and blow- 
ing ın gusts across the dark miles of open grass Under- 


ground, the story continued 


Epilogue 


He did look far 
Into the service of the time, and was 
Discipled of the bravest: he lasted long, 
But on us both did haggish age steal on, 
And wore us out of act 


Shakespeare All’s Well That Ends Well 


He was part of my dream, of course — but then I was part 
of his dream, too hie 
Lewis Carroll Through the Looking-Glass 


‘And what happened in the end?’ asks the reader, who “ 
followed Hazel and his comrades ın all their adventures an 
returned with them at last to the warren where Fiver 
brought them from the fields of Sandleford. The wise Mr 
Lockley has told us that wild rabbits live for two or three 
years. He knows everything about rabbits: but all the same, 
Hazel lived longer than that. He lived a tidy few summers ~ 
as they say in that part of the world — and learned to know 
well the changes of the downs to spring, to winter and to 
spring again. He saw more young rabbits than he could re- 
member. And sometimes, when they told tales on a sunny 
evening by the beech trees, he could not clearly recall 
whether they were about himself or about some other rabbit 
hero of days gone by. 

The warren prospered and so, in the fullness of time, did 
the new warren on the Belt, half Watership and half Efrafan 
-~ the warren that Hazel had first envisaged on that terrible 
evening when he set out alone to face General Woundwort 
and try to save his friends against all odds Groundsel was the 
first Chief Rabbit; but he had Strawberry and Buckthorn to 
give him advice and he had learned better than to mark 
anyone or to order more than a very occasional Wide Patol. 
Campion readily agreed to send some rabbits from Efrafa 
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and the first party was led by none other than Captain 
Avens, who acted sensibly and made a very good job of 
it 
General Woundwort was never sten again But it was 
certainly true, as Groundsel said, that no one ever found his 
body, so ıt may perhaps be that after all, that extraordinary 
rabbit really did wander away to live his fierce life some- 
where clse and to defy the elil as resourcefully as ever, 
Kchaar, who was once asked if he would look out for him in 
his fhghts over the downs, merely replied, ‘Dat dam? rabbit 
~I no sce ’1m, I no vant I see 1m’ Before many months had 
passed, no one on Watership knew or particularly cared to 
know whether he himself or his mate was descended from 
One or two Efrafan parents or from none at all Hazel was 
glad that ıt should be so And yet there endured the legend 
that somewhere, out over the Down, there lived a great and 
Sohtary rabbit, a giant who drove the ehl hhe mice and 
sometimes went to silflay in the shy If ever great danger 
arose, he would come back to fight for those who honoured 
hisname And mother rabbits would tell their kıttens that if 
they did not do as they were told, the General would get 
them — the General who was first cousin to the Black Rabbit 
himself Such was Woundwort’s monument and perhaps it 
would not have displeased him 
One chilly, blustery mornmg in March, I cannot tel] 
exactly how many springs later, Hazel was dozing and 
waking in his burrow He had spent a good deal of time 
there lately, for he felt the cold and could not seem to smell 
or run so well as in days gone by He had been dı eaming in 
a confused way — something about rain and elder bloom ~ 
when he woke to realize that there was a rabbit lying 
quietly beside him — no doubt some young buck who had 
come to ask his advice The sentry in the run outside should 
not really have let him in without asking first Never mnd 
thought Hazel He raised his head and said, ‘Do you want 
to talk to me?’ 
‘Yes, that’s what I’ve come for, replied the other ‘Yy 6G 
know me, don’t you?’ 
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‘Yes, of course,’ said Hazel, hoping he would be able to 
remember his name in a moment Then he saw that ın r 
darkness of the burrow, the stranger’s ears were shining W1 f 
a faint, silver light. ‘Yes, my lord,’ he said. ‘Yes, I knos 
you ’” 

‘You’ve been feeling tued,’ said the stranger, ‘but I a 
do something about that. I’ve come to ask whether you 
care to join my Owsla We shall be glad to have you an 
you'll enjoy ıt If you’re ready, we might go along now he 

They went out past the young sentry, who paid if 
visitor no attention The sun was shining and ın spite of j 
cold there were a few bucks and does at silflay, keeping p 
of the wind as they nibbled the shoots of spring grass 
seemed to Hazel that he would not be needing his body sea 
more, so he left ıt lying on the edge of the ditch, but stoppe 
for a moment to watch his rabbits and to try to get used to 
the extraordinary feeling that strength and speed wele 
flowing inexhaustibly out of him into their sleek young 
bodies and healthy senses. 

“You needn’t worry about them,’ said his companion 
‘They'll be all mght — and thousands lıke them If youll 
come along, I’ll show you what I mean.’ 

He reached the top of the bank in a single, powerful leap. 
Hazel followed; and together they shpped away, running 
easily down through the wood, where the first primroses 
were beginning to bloom 
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